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Prologue


1847, Belton Manor, Sheffield, England

Simon gazed into the darkness and felt a sense of satisfaction. Not a speck of light could he see. That was how he liked it. Day or night made no difference. Nor should it. The agony in his head didn’t care about such things as the rising or setting sun. Only his servants entering with a tray of food or, more kindly, French brandy disturbed his routine. A sliver of light would slice into the infinite blackness as ever so gently they pushed open his door and brought in their offering, placing it almost noiselessly onto the table by his chair.

Occasionally, the infernal doctor arrived, if he really was one, with his nonsense about fresh air and walking and taking drops of laudanum to soothe his disposition. Infuriatingly, the man would leave the door open wide in order to better see his ‘patient,’ as he called Simon, who felt not the least bit sick.

The quack’s latest suggestion of some newfangled treatment involving hypnosis had earned him Simon’s roar of rage.

“Get out!”

The man had rightly fled. Perhaps he would be smart and never return. Thankfully, someone had closed the door, and Simon’s world had been plunged once more into coal-blackness.

Sometimes, if he couldn’t keep his mind focused on the game of seeing through the dark and past it, then his thoughts strayed to Toby. Dear cousin Tobias. He’d been chopped up and fed to the birds in front of Simon’s very eyes.

Not in a torturous way. No, Toby was dead when the slicing began, having bled out in the cell before they dragged his body into the filthy yard and hacked it to pieces. It was not to punish his cousin but to warn the rest of them—Simon and two other hapless prisoners—about their dire fate should they step out of line as Toby had done. He had asked for another sip of water, as Simon recalled. The guard had taken offense and run him through with a saber.

It had shaken Simon to his core. He and his cousin had been through so much together. Grown up as close as brothers, and when Toby announced his intent to fight for queen and country, Simon had felt it his duty to go, too. Though he thought the whole thing was more for the teak wood trade and profit than anything patriotic. Still, he knew victory was essential to keep the French from making any inroads into Victoria’s imperial holdings.

Weathering dozens of battles, both of them in charge of Indian troops, they’d ended up as prisoners in the same godforsaken Burmese cell. Having had each other’s backs for so long, it was unthinkable that the man Simon had known all his life, who was intelligent, kind, and fierce as hell when necessary, was gone. It was all senseless.

There’d been no reason for anything anymore. No point to life. No point to caring. No reason to give a damn. Just wait for death, which was what Simon had done until miraculously—or perhaps wretchedly—his cell door had opened one day.

Rescue, freedom, eternal damnation!

How was he expected to return to this life of luxury and gentleness? How was he supposed to drink tea and sit at a table with civilized people when he knew how uncivilized they could be?

How could Simon stop seeing Toby’s glassy eyes?

How could he ever close his eyes and sleep?

That was something Simon could not do, at least not willingly. He fought sleep every night. Fought and lost occasionally. He sat in darkness and didn’t let his body or mind know if it was time for wakefulness or for slumber.

Yet against his will, sometimes, he drifted off for a few moments, and all hell broke loose. Battles and viciousness and Toby’s eyes plagued his sleep. And that rat-infested cell. Always the cell.

Was he even now in the small space in which he couldn’t even stand up, dreaming of this house in Sheffield, this room in his family’s home? Was he only imagining this life that felt completely unreal and of which he knew he could never again be a part?

Simon Devere, seventh Earl of Lindsey, simply didn’t know. However, as long as he kept his eyes open and kept his surroundings dark so he could not look too closely at the details of the room, then he was here in England in Belton Manor.
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Chapter One


“I don’t think I can toil another day for that man.” The unexpected remark came from a young woman of marrying age with caramel-colored hair, who wore an unhappy expression upon her lovely face.

Maggie was home.

Jenny was made aware of her sister’s arrival by the slamming of the front door and, thus, was well prepared to watch her flounce into the room, toss her gloves onto the desk, and sit on the other side of it.

Trying to keep the exasperation from her voice, Jenny reminded her, “You do not toil for any man of whom I’m aware, so what on earth are you talking about?”

Maggie frowned, picking up a few papers lying before her, glancing at them as if they were in a foreign language instead of being merely payroll for their small cottage and land, and then tossed them back onto the burnished walnut surface.

“You know whom I mean. Lord Despair.”

Jenny sighed. “That is unkind. Besides, you are not in his employ. You help that poor woman who is near out of her mind with grief over her husband’s death. Show some sympathy, Mags.”

Maggie sat up straighter. “Oh, I do. I do. I sit with those young ones as they try to conjugate French verbs and speak as fluently as their mother. If Lady Devere comes into the room with her pale face and red-rimmed eyes, I always ask her how she’s feeling. Yet it’s been nearly two months, hasn’t it, since Lord Despair came home and brought news of his cousin’s demise? Not to mention, in reality, her husband’s been dead for about two years. Still, the lady cries as if she only saw him yesterday and then placed him in his eternity box today.”

“Tobias Devere was a good man, by all reports,” Jenny offered.

Maggie nodded. “The children sometimes cry, too, even though I doubt they remember him. Nonetheless, it has sunk in that their father is not returning. Not ever.”

Jenny heard Maggie’s voice catch and knew her sister was not unaffected by the Devere family’s tragedy, reminiscent of their own loss of their beloved yet irresponsible Blackwood patriarch.

“I don’t belong there,” her sister insisted. “I don’t want to be in the middle of their grief. I have my own to deal with,” she added. “What’s more, I certainly don’t want to be a French tutor. Why must I do it? Why can’t I stay home and help you with these figures you’re adding all day?” She gestured at the ledgers and papers on the desk.

Jenny shrugged. “We are all doing what we can to help Mummy. You know that. And you are as unsuited to arithmetic as I am to French.”

“What about Eleanor?”

Jenny smiled at the idea of their younger sister employed at anything gainful.

“If I can figure out a way to put a monetary value on daydreaming and occasionally sketching roses, then I’ll find some work for her, too.”

Reaching across the table, Jenny laid her hand upon her sister’s. “Please, stick with it. I know the compensation is a pittance compared to what you’re worth, but because of your being a baron’s daughter, they pay you more than they would a real tutor or a governess.”

Maggie’s nostrils flared. “That we should be discussing wages, like … merchants!” Standing, she went to the sideboard and began fiddling with the empty brandy decanter.

At eighteen, Jenny’s middle sister, stuck in the country and with no beau on the horizon, was keenly aware of her precarious position. Particularly with no dowry, and with Maggie having sadly had her one and only season cut short earlier in the year by the untimely death of their father.

And then the debt collectors had come calling. Jenny’s marital prospects had fallen through immediately when her own seemingly upstanding viscount, who had wooed and won her during her second season, abruptly withdrew his offer. If her father had been alive, he would have challenged the breaking of the verbal contract. Of course, if her father had been alive, the viscount wouldn’t have broken it.

On Jenny’s part, she certainly would have married as her duty and been grateful for the opportunity to help run Lord Alder’s estate and raise any children with which she and the viscount were blessed. Yet, she’d felt only a mild interest in the man or in becoming his wife.

At Baron Lucien Blackwood’s death, their mother had been ill-equipped to handle anything more than gathering up her household, including her three daughters and as many servants as she could continue to employ, and head for the family’s country cottage in Sheffield. Here, they already had many good memories of hot summers and crisp autumns, the seasons when they were not in London.

And for many years when Jenny was younger, the Blackwoods had come from Town to spend the winter holidays. If the Deveres were in residence, they would hold one of their legendary Christmas parties. Jenny recalled going to Belton Park and meeting both the titled Deveres who lived in the grand manor house and their lesser relations at Jonling Hall. Of which Sir Tobias Devere, used to be the happy lord.

The Burmese War had ended all that. Tobias had left three years ago to do his duty with his cousin Simon, the viscount and heir to the earldom. By the time Jenny and her family had arrived from London, both men were already feared dead. Tobias Devere’s family had moved from the hall into Belton Manor.

Jenny hoped their relocation had been made to put the widow and her children under the protection of the earl. She feared, however, it was due to financial strain that was plaguing many of the grand families who were finding maintaining land and actually paying servants was no easy task.

“Even when we are having a passing-fair afternoon,” Maggie bemoaned, “suddenly, we will hear Lord Despair—”

“Please,” Jenny interrupted, “stop calling him that.”

About the same time her family arrived back in Sheffield, Simon Devere had returned in a terrible mental state, or so said the rife and quick rumors of the village residents. What’s more, he’d confirmed the worst for Lady Devere, his cousin’s French-born wife. Sir Tobias was dead, and Simon, whose father had passed away whilst he was in Burma, was no longer a viscount but now the new earl.

An earl whom no one had seen outside of Belton Manor since his return.

“He is Lord Devere and the highest-ranking nobleman in this county,” she reminded her sister.

Jenny vaguely remembered the few times her family had gone to the manor for a Christmas party or a late summer fete. The earl had kind eyes and was quite striking. He was older than her, maybe by seven or eight years, thus she’d never shared more than a passing greeting with him. However, she’d been left with an impression of him being courteous.

“Actually, I suppose now his father has passed, Lord Devere has become Lord Lindsey.”

“Fine,” Maggie yielded. “All at once, while I’m reading them a story, enunciating clearly so they pick up the new words, we will hear Lord Lindsey cry out or thump about in his room like a wounded boar. The gloom that falls over the children and poor Lady Devere is practically palpable. They would have been better off staying at the hall.”

“Maybe they had no choice.”

Maggie considered that in silence, then she gestured at the papers on the desk. “How are you doing? Are we in any better situation than last month?”

Jenny looked down at the numbers before her. “Your contribution helps tremendously.” That was overstating it, but every little bit counted.

Maggie nodded in acceptance. “As does yours, at a far higher contribution, I’m certain.”

Jenny blushed. Yes, her accounting skills certainly had brought in a tidy sum, and she hoped that would continue, as long as no one knew it was she, a mere 20-year-old spinster looking at their ledgers. They would flip their wigs if they knew her identity, a woman with no experience in business. By sending Henry, their father’s manservant whom her mother had refused to let go upon Lord Blackwood’s death, Jenny had managed to procure the custom of quite a few clients.

She balanced the accounts of local merchants and publicans, as well as a few nobles. Each client sent their ledgers, via Henry, to the mysterious genius who made short work of determining what was owed to the crown and what was a loyal subject’s right to keep in his own coffers. If only she’d known her father’s dire circumstances…

With her growing clientele and frugal ways, she was keeping her mother, sisters, and their household from destitution. Even if Maggie didn’t contribute much, it was the notion of not doing it alone that greatly comforted Jenny and kept at bay the considerable burden of her family’s survival resting entirely on her shoulders.

What’s more, though she hadn’t mentioned it to Maggie or Eleanor, they still had some money from the sale of their house in Town. With this and her mother’s blessing, Jenny was determined to give each some sort of Season in London, even if it were greatly abbreviated though anything in the way of a dowry would be impossible. Both her sisters were lovely enough, Jenny knew, if only they could be seen in a few ballrooms, they had a chance to make a favorable match.

As for herself, Jenny found she didn’t mind the drastic change in lifestyle the way she had feared. To be a spinster in London would have been unbearable; she would have been scorned by her peers and had her social engagements severely limited as she aged. In the country, she had freedom. She already ran a household and oversaw her sisters as if she were a man. She rode when she wanted and read what she wanted, and no one had forced her to play the dreaded pianoforte or sing or do needlepoint since they’d arrived.

In fact, Jenny hated to benefit from the misery of others, especially her mother and sisters, but her life had improved. And she hadn’t had to take up the mantle of a viscount’s wife, especially as it turned out, a wife who was not really desired. The only black cloud was the unwelcome possibility that she might never marry, never experience the mysteries of the marriage bed, nor have sweet girls and boys of her own.

“Anyway, I cannot go back tomorrow.” Maggie’s voice penetrated her thoughts.

Jenny stood. “What are you saying? Why ever not?”

“Mummy has ordered me to take Eleanor into town to get a new hat, as she’s lost them all, and gloves as she has destroyed her last pair.”

A hat and gloves! Jenny wanted to scream at the frivolousness of it.

“You cannot simply abandon your charges for such a matter. Not when you are supposed to be at work.”

Maggie held up her hand. “Do not say that word. I do not work. I assist the Devere children. I lend them my educational skills. I am recompensed in the manner of a lady.”

Jenny sighed. She understood her sister’s anathema to having fallen from the higher station they’d enjoyed whilst their father lived, but a spade was a spade.

Maggie wasn’t finished, however. “You speak as though Lady Devere places coins in my hand!”

Instead, the payment was sent via a servant each week to the Blackwood household. No filthy lucre crossed her sister’s palm. And when Maggie went into town to the milliner’s shop the next day with Eleanor, the woman would simply write the sum on a slip of paper and send it back to Jenny to pay.

No wonder most people did not think about numbers! Or like her father, didn’t consider what he owed until it was too late.

“Why don’t you handle the French lessons, and I’ll take Eleanor?”

“Because I need a day away from that place,” Maggie stated.

“It’s only Tuesday,” Jenny pointed out. How would her sister make it to Friday?

“No. Lord Despair gave me a fright today, and I need a day to recover. That is that!” Maggie was clearly not going to back down, and if Jenny hoped to prevail and get her sister to go back by Thursday, she’d better give in.

“Fine. I will go to the manor in your place.”

Maggie’s mouth dropped open. “You will? And do what?”

Jenny considered. All she knew was that she didn’t want to give anyone at Belton a reason to withhold any payment on Saturday. She suspected it was not Lady Maude Devere who paid, in any case, but someone in charge of the earl’s coffers. Though obviously, not the earl himself, since he was apparently in no state to do anything since his return except to sit in his room. Or so the servants’ gossip indicated.

“Perhaps I will demonstrate to the children the amazing power of algebra.”

Maggie didn’t look impressed. “You have a passing knowledge of French and your pronunciation is quite good despite not understanding all the words. Why don’t you simply read them a story and try not to mangle it too terribly? They have some books in the small parlor where we meet, and somewhere in that manor is a library.”

Jenny immediately felt the sting of her family’s degradation that had so bothered her sister these past few weeks. For the following day, after leaving her horse and brightly painted gig on the smoothly pebbled drive and walking the flagstone path to the imposing stone steps and up to the massive front doors framed by a carved lintel and flanked by columns, she announced to the liveried servant that she was Miss Blackwood. She was told to go around to Belton’s side door. Not exactly the servant’s entrance, but neither the one reserved for invited guests.

Straightening her shoulders, Jenny made the long trek around the perfectly symmetrical front façade of the yellow-stone manor to the side door.

To her amazement, the same servant appeared at her knock.

The man shrugged. “It is the way we were told it should be, Miss.”

“Very well. Where are the young Deveres?”

“This way, Miss.” The tall man led her through a hallway, up some back stairs, and along another hall to a small, elegant room, decorated in robin-egg blue with crisp white chair rails and crown molding. Here, in the well-lit chamber, he asked her to wait.

Removing her coat, Jenny placed it over a tufted wingchair along with her reticule, and took a minute to examine her surroundings. It looked as if the space had been a lady’s drawing room turned into a makeshift schoolroom with two ladderback chairs pulled up to a plain rectangular table. On it were dip pens and ink, chalk and two slates, an abacus, which Jenny immediately picked up, and a stack of thin sheets of paper.

Fiddling with the beads of the abacus, Jenny approached the bookcase, pleased to see a variety of subjects, even novels and some exciting histories. Just then, the door behind her was flung open and in came her charges for the day. A boy and a girl, neither yet in double digits. They stopped short upon seeing her. Apparently, they hadn’t been told of the switch in tutors.

“Who are you?” demanded the boy, not unkindly, simply without preamble.

“I am Miss Blackwood.”

“No, you’re not,” said the girl, obviously younger, perhaps all of four years. “Not at all.”

“I am the other Miss Blackwood. And there is yet one more of us,” Jenny informed her, “as well as a Lady Blackwood, who is my mother. And your names are?”

“I’m Peter,” said the boy.

The girl took a step forward. “I’m Alice.”

“Do you speak French?” asked Peter.

Jenny nodded, deciding not to say how rusty her command of it was. Then she looked over their shoulders, but no one else was apparently coming. No adult to discuss the afternoon’s lessons. Who taught them subjects other than French?

“Do you have other tutors besides Miss Margaret?”

Peter nodded. “Master Cheeseface teaches me mathematics and writing.”

“Master Cheeseface?” Jenny repeated.

The boy smiled and nodded, and then Alice laughed, giving it away as a jest.

“Come now. It’s not nice to make fun of people’s names.” She thought of her own sister and the many in the village who had taken up the moniker of ‘Lord Despair’ for the despondent man who even then resided somewhere in this magnificent house. Had the children heard that cruel name for their blood relation?

“He does look like Swiss cheese,” said Peter, “but his name is Master Dolbert.”

“I see. And when does he put in an appearance?”

“First thing in the morning,” said the boy. “Not every day.”

Alice only nodded solemnly.

“You’ve had no lessons today at all?”

Instead of answering, Peter asked, “Why are you holding our abacus?”

Jenny looked down, only then realizing her fingers had been nimbly sliding the beads back and forth on all ten rows. Familiar, comforting, even though her own had twelve rows. Still, at least it wasn’t anything like a flowery foreign language with those dreaded, tongue-tying “r”s.

“Would you like me to read you a story in French and see if you can tell me what the words mean?” And hopefully they could tell her what they meant as well!

In answer, they ran to the bookshelf and pulled out a large illustrated book of Perrault’s collected fairytales.

Jenny smiled. “Ah, my favorites.” If only they were in English.

Eschewing the hard chairs at the table, the three of them sat side-by-side on a sofa by a bay window with enormous panes that seemed to stretch upward forever.

In the middle of the two children, Jenny had the book on her lap and opened it. “Is there one in particular?”

“Start from the beginning, please,” said Peter.

Oh dear. It was quite a large collection. “We’ll read two today. Histoires ou contes du temps passé,” Jenny began slowly and added the book’s subtitle, “Les Contes de ma Mère l’Oye.” Her pronunciation was not terrible, and neither child laughed.

“Translation, please, Peter,” Jenny said.

“Stories or Fairy Tales from Past Times with Morals, or Mother Goose Tales.”

“Très bien,” she told him. “The first story, which I’m sure you’ve already heard a hundred times, is Cendrillon. Alice, please translate.”

“Cinderella,” chimed the little girl.

“Bon,” said Jenny and plunged ahead.

Reading a paragraph at a time, she let the children take turns explaining what was happening and sometimes directly translating a line. At this rate, they passed a pleasurable hour, and then another with the next story, La Belle au Bois Dormant, or The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood.

“Oh my,” Jenny said, when she reached the end and the ogress queen had died in the tub of snakes and toads. “I’m feeling a tad parched. Je suis soif.”

“J’ai soif,” Peter amended.

Hmm. Corrected by a child.

“Time for tea,” Jenny declared, sticking to English as she rose and stretched. “Where do you normally take your refreshments?”

The children looked at each other. “Someone usually brings it in.”

“I don’t know about you, but I would very much like to take a walk,” she told them. In any case, she couldn’t see the bell pull anywhere, certainly not an obvious needlepoint or tapestry pull. No doubt it was concealed as one of the decorative brass or bronze items in the room, but she would feel foolish trying to press and turn every one.

“Shall we go to the dining room and pull the bell?”

Jenny was well aware that children delighted in ringing for service. At least her sisters used to when they were young at their home in London.

As expected, they jumped up, running ahead of her, and making enough noise to rival a herd of the queen’s best deer rather than merely two children.

Hoping she hadn’t caused any problems with protocol, she followed them.
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“What is that noise?” Simon asked aloud though he was certain he was alone. A riot outside the prison? Guards carousing? Rescue? But no, hadn’t he been rescued already? What could cause such a noise in quiet Sheffield? Were they coming to take him back?

His heartbeat started to gallop and a cold sweat broke out down his back.

They were coming closer or was that simply a play of echoes? He screamed. At least, he thought it was his own voice. Yes, he screamed again and it felt good to do so. He felt his own powerful resistance and screamed in a way he’d never done in the jail for fear of being instantly and permanently silenced.

Then Simon closed his eyes and saw Toby lying at his feet and remembered how he had not said a word for a long time after his cousin’s brutal murder. How he had watched silently as they’d dragged him out by his feet and began to…

“No,” he shouted. “No, no, no, no!”

Simon continued until he felt exhausted. When he stopped, the noises had also stopped. All around him was quiet.

Good.
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Chapter Two


The hair on the back of Jenny’s neck rose and she shivered. What an atrocious racket! First the children, then the dreadful shouting. She knew instantly who it was.

Feeling both pity and a prickle of fear, she held her arms out as Peter and Alice ran to her for safety.

Was Lord Lindsey on the same floor? Or one above? Should they go immediately back to the parlor or—?

“What in the name of the devil is going on here?”

Slowly, Jenny turned toward the sound of the man’s voice, not sure what to expect. A tall man, slightly older than her father would have been, stood in the corridor, hands straight down by his sides and a distinct scowl upon his face.

By his demeanor, a commander, but by his clothing, a servant.

“Who are you?” he asked, his bushy eyebrows rising up into his silvered hairline.

Before she could respond, he addressed the children.

“You two know better than to cause such a ruckus.”

“Yes, sir,” Alice and Peter said in unison.

“What are you doing running in this wing?”

Jenny decided to take responsibility. “The children and I were going to request tea. We’ve been cooped up for hours.”

“And you are?”

This time he waited for her reply.

“Miss Blackwood.”

He looked her over with a neutral glance. “Another one,” he said.

She nodded. “My sister could not attend her charges today.”

“I see. And one Blackwood is as good as the next,” he offered.

She nearly took offense but realized he was making a little jest and not speaking seriously. At least she thought not.

“There’s another one, too,” Peter informed the man.

“How beneficial.” The man took a deep breath as if collecting himself, and Jenny began to understand that he had been truly disturbed by their noise and no doubt upset at the resulting effect on the earl.

“I am Mr. Binkley,” he offered. “Butler of Belton, and I apologize for the staff being remiss. Tea should have been brought to you. I will send a tray at once. Please return to the blue parlor.”

“May we go to the dining room for a change of venue?” Jenny requested, now that Mr. Binkley seemed to have calmed down.

He looked as though he were battling an inner argument.

“I promise there will be no more running or disturbance,” she added. “We will go over our French words for common dining items while we are there.”

Still, he hesitated. At last, he muttered, “Very well. Follow me.”

Nodding to Jenny as he passed her, Mr. Binkley continued along the hallway in the direction the children had been leading her. The three of them went down the main staircase and across a large foyer. Entering a vast dining room with a long table and about two dozen chairs arranged on both sides, Jenny could only stop and stare.

The table stretched on forever with a perfect sheen of polish and neither a speck of dust nor a single fingerprint in sight. A far cry from the Blackwood cottage’s oak table with newsprint, flowers, and occasionally crumbs strewn across it. In contrast, the Devere dining room had the distinct air of disuse and even sadness to Jenny’s way of thinking, even if it did boast two magnificent crystal chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling.

“Please wait here and do not go anywhere else.”

She nodded to Mr. Binkley, and he gave each of the children a stern glance before retreating.

“Well, that nearly spoiled our outing.”

Alice giggled at Jenny’s words, and Peter wandered around the room as if he’d never seen it. With a start, Jenny realized that perhaps the children had not. Maybe the family, Lady Devere and her children, ate in a cozy room somewhere rather than in this sterile, vaulted chamber.

“Can you tell me anything about this room?” Jenny asked. “Do you know that man in the painting?”

Peter had stopped to stare at a large portrait hung at one end of the room over the blue fleur de lis wallpaper.

“I don’t know.” His voice had a strange tenor to it, and Jenny approached him.

“He looks like my father, only much older.” Peter’s voice was tinged with curiosity.

Jenny studied the portrait. A handsome man about twenty years past the prime of life stared down at her.

“Oh,” she muttered, recalling gatherings at the manor when she was a child. She had never been in this room, only the great room that she knew was somewhere close by. It had held the largest Christmas tree she’d ever seen. And this man, the previous earl, had been there along with his only son, Simon, who now suffered alone upstairs.

Perhaps present at those holiday gatherings had been Peter and Alice’s father, Sir Tobias Devere, though Jenny couldn’t remember him. No doubt, he’d been a gangly youth as was his cousin Simon.

“I have met this man. He was Lord Lindsey, the father of the current earl.” The elderly man had passed away while his son and nephew were overseas, following his long-dead countess. In fact, Jenny couldn’t remember a time when Lady Lindsey had been alive.

Then she patted the boy’s shoulder. “And you look like him as well, Peter, because he is your grandfather.”

“And mine?” asked Alice.

Jenny turned to say yes just as a young woman entered carrying a gleaming silver tray, followed by Mr. Binkley, who paused at seeing them in front of the six-foot painting.

“When you are finished with your refreshment,” he said, his tone brooking no argument, “please ring the bell.” He pointed to a bronze statue of a lion on its hind legs appearing to be simple figurine set upon the mantle. “Press the front legs, and I’ll escort you back to the study.”

She would have preferred poking around and perhaps finding the great room of her childhood memories, but apparently, that was not to be.

“Of course,” Jenny said, and settled into chairs with the children. Along with a teapot, cups, and saucers, a pile of scones sat jauntily on a platter with two bowls, one with clotted cream and one with raspberry jam.

Alice squealed in delight, and Jenny quickly lost the will to make them name everything in French since she doubted she could tell if they were correct anyway.
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With her head resting on the back of the sofa, Jenny found she could not move. Her eyes were firmly closed.

“Ha,” Maggie’s voice crowed, “I knew it. Those children exhausted you.”

“Yes,” Jenny mumbled, not raising her head. “They did.”

Then Eleanor’s sweet voice permeated her tired mind. “Jen, look at my new hat.”

With effort, Jenny slid open her eyes and peered across the room at her sisters. Maggie was grinning, and Eleanor, also smiling, had on a beautiful straw hat with both feathers and ribbons artfully arranged.

“It looks expensive,” Jenny said.

Both girls deflated immediately at her tone.

“But lovely,” Jenny added quickly. “Perfect for the country.”

Eleanor’s broad smile returned. “Isn’t it though? The brim will keep the sun out of my eyes and off my nose.”

“Perfect,” Jenny repeated and closed her eyes once again. She’d promised Mr. Allen at the inn that she would have his accounts balanced by the next morning, or at least their servant, Henry, had made such a promise. She would have to rally soon and make good on their manservant’s word.

Feeling someone sit beside her, she knew it was Maggie, for she’d heard Eleanor scamper off at her usual prancing pace.

“They are good children,” Maggie began.

“Yes. We read Perrault and then ventured out to find sustenance.”

Maggie gasped. “You never! You left the blue room?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not supposed to.”

“As I found out.”

“Who discovered you?” Maggie asked, a measure of excitement in her voice.

“Mr. Binkley was his name.”

“The admiral!”

Jenny startled. “Is he?”

“No.” Maggie laughed. “But I think of him as such.”

“I can see why. He was quite forceful.”

“He marched you back to the parlor?”

“No, we had a delightful afternoon tea service in the dining room.”

Maggie gasped. “You never!”

“Stop saying that.”

“Saying what?” her mother’s voice accompanied her into the room. “And why are you sleeping at this hour?”

“I am not sleeping, Mummy, merely resting. I had a long few hours at the manor.”

Her mother sat down on the other side of her and her familiar lavender scent drifted to Jenny’s nose, offering comfort.

“Did you remember it? Belton Manor, I mean?”

“Yes, I did, though I didn’t get to revisit the great room.”

“Pity,” her mother mused. “One of the loveliest rooms in all of England, I’d warrant. Always good of them to open it to the children at Christmastime.”

“I saw a portrait of the old earl.”

Her mother clucked her tongue. “Nice man. He’d be horrified to hear about the fate of his nephew, I’m sure, not to mention his only son.”

“I believe I heard him today.”

Maggie gasped again.

“What can you mean by that?” her mother wanted to know.

“She means she heard Lord Despair moaning and groaning.”

Jenny lifted her head at last and shot her sister a glance but didn’t bother to correct her.

Then she turned to her mother. “The children became a bit boisterous when we went to take our tea. All at once, I heard a man screaming. It was bloodcurdling, I must say.” Jenny recalled what had happened next. “Then he began to shout the word no. A bit weakly at first, but then much more firmly. Over and over, as if he were being tormented.”

It had been a heartbreaking sound.

“And I have to go back there tomorrow,” Maggie protested.

“Does she?” their mother asked Jenny as if she were head of the household.

“Yes, she most certainly does.” She looked at Maggie. “Have you heard similar?”

Maggie sighed. “I have, though rarely. Maybe not quite as long an episode as you mention. Just a shout or a groan. And at times, he thumps around, and those noises bother the children. The admiral—”

“Who?” their mother asked.

“The butler,” Jenny clarified.

“Mr. Binkley sometimes checks on us after the earl has an incident.” Maggie stood suddenly. “I’m going to write to Ada. I sorely miss her.”

Jenny was sorry that her sister had to leave all her friends behind. Clearly, the shortcomings of her new life were making her think about her old one. “Why don’t you invite her to come stay with us when the season has finished?”

Maggie shot her a look of utter horror.

“Oh no, I couldn’t.” She put her hands to her cheeks. “Imagine her seeing me festering in the country after she has been waltzing in London? Good Lord, what if she found out I was receiving payment for my time with the Devere children?”

“That would not do,” their mother agreed.

Jenny thought them both overly sensitive. “I understand that missing the Season is an unfortunate thing, but you should feel a sense of pride in—”

“Don’t you dare say ‘in your work,’ or I shall never go back to the manor. I feel nothing but humiliation.” With that, Maggie stormed from the room.

“Oh, dear,” their mother murmured.

“Indeed,” Jenny agreed.
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“His Lordship, the Earl of Lindsey, wishes you to conduct a thorough audit of the prior five years’ ledgers. Said volumes will be delivered to your office by …”

Jenny read the meat of the missive over and then again. It consisted of a single paragraph addressed to Mr. G. Cavendish, the name she’d called herself since beginning the lucrative charade of bookkeeper, using her mother’s maiden name.

Clara, the housekeeper, who’d served them since Jenny was a child, stood before the writing desk, waiting until Jenny reached the end of the letter that had been delivered to their door. It was signed “E. Binkley, representing His Lordship Simon Devere, Earl of Lindsey.”

“Gracious!” she exclaimed. The admiral.

“There is a lad waiting on an answer,” Clara reminded her.

Jenny stared a moment at Clara. Her first thought was that she would be found out if she was not extremely careful. Her second thought was that she should charge more to this particular client. Her third thought was that she probably ought to turn down this entreaty altogether.

Still, she picked up her fountain pen and snatched up a plain piece of writing paper, one without the recognizable Blackwood “B” surrounded by holly and underscored with the very proper motto, Per vias rectas. By straight ways, indeed!

What would her ancestors think of her decidedly not straight path? She didn’t care to ponder that question.

With quick strokes, Jenny responded that she would be glad to assist the earl and would receive his ledgers anon. She signed it with what was becoming a familiarly fake signature.

Waving the paper back and forth for a few moments, she then folded it and handed it to Clara, who offered her a wry smile and hurried from the room.

What an interesting turn of events. Jenny would be privy to the inner workings of Belton Park, including the manor and Jonling Hall, as well as the surrounding lands and holdings. Perhaps she would even find out who had purchased the hall, which remained empty after Lady Devere and her children vacated it over a year earlier. For some reason, they’d been unable to maintain the residence.

A mere forty-eight hours later, Jenny sat at her desk with the Devere ledgers spread before her and cracked open the latest one, deciding to take stock of the current state of things before delving into the past.

Another three hours later, as well as a pot of tea and four lemon biscuits, she knew quite a bit. Maude Devere had not had the disposable income to pay for the upkeep of Jonling Hall, nor to pay her servants. She’d been forced to let them all go and to sell her home to someone who’d gone through a London estate agent and was, unfortunately, unnamed in the proceedings. Obviously, it was someone quite well-heeled.

Jenny’s family had avoided the same fate, though they’d had to part with their darling townhouse on Hanover Square. If she did manage to save enough to give either sister a proper Season the following January, where would they reside in London?

Pushing that worrisome thought out of her head, she plunged ahead. Though the old earl’s holdings had been quite prosperous in the past, they had yielded dwindling profits of late. The downturn had already begun at the earliest ledger, five years past, as someone had noted a quarter decrease in the year’s end total; the next year, the profits were down again. Then, about the time the young earl and his cousin went away, the accounting became spotty, and some earnings were not recorded at all. The handwriting changed, too.

Jenny wondered if Simon Devere had been the one keeping the ledgers for his father until he’d left for Burma. Of one thing she was certain, some of the incomes were going missing from the trade and manufacturing accounts. Perhaps it was simply from a misunderstanding rather than because of any nefarious goings-on.

Over the next few days, Jenny made notes of her findings, outlined the discrepancies she was encountering, and wrapped the whole package up neatly for Henry to return to Mr. Binkley by early evening on the third day. Jenny doubted the earl was in any state to peruse them, but his butler, and hopefully an estate overseer, would have to understand that she couldn’t do a proper accounting of the estate with such gaps in the records.

Lastly, she created her bill for the hours worked, tucked it into an envelope, and affixed that to the package via a sturdy piece of string.

Time to reward herself with a glass of Spanish wine before dinner. After telling Clara she would have her aperitif in their small and rather haphazardly tended garden, Jenny made her way onto the back paved terrace, overlooking boxwoods, barberry shrubs, and roses. Taking a seat at the wrought-iron table, she could see the stables and the small paddock and heard the whinnying of their horses.

Accepting the wine from Clara with a nod of gratitude, Jenny admitted to herself she’d nearly forgotten the other pressing issue on her plate. Thunder, as Eleanor had named one of their horses, had taken on the demeanor of its name and become a bad-tempered gelding. They’d sold off another pair of fine ponies in London and brought with them only Thunder, and Lucy, a tame mare. Here at their country home, there already resided an old carriage horse, a Cleveland Bay, nameless as far as she knew, who’d been in the family since before she or either of her sisters were born.

Jenny sighed. Horseflesh was expensive to maintain, especially when one had expensive hats to buy one’s sisters and a Season to save for. However, no one would buy Thunder in his current state, and none of them could bear to part with Lucy or the old Bay.

At present, all three horses were grazing in the paddock. One would think the two older ones would willingly stay away from Thunder, but Lucy quite often approached her stablemate, resulting in mayhem. The problem had started with a slip in a pesky spring puddle when they were unwillingly fleeing London for the country. The roads were riddled with both shallow and deep crevasses filled with rainwater. Thunder had misstepped in a rut disguised by muddy water and twisted his right front leg.

None of the Blackwood women had any special skillfulness with horses, though they could all ride, and Eleanor loved all creatures almost more than she liked people. Clara’s son, their young stable boy George, had tended the leg as best he could on the advice of a neighbor, using a poultice and a tight bandage around the cannon. Even though its leg had healed, in the meanwhile, the horse had developed a slight limp.

To make matters worse, Thunder had stuck his head in a raspberry bush, probably seeking sweet berries, and, by the way he blinked and shied on that side, had most likely scratched his left eye. Between one thing and the other, he was anxious and skittish.

Jenny sighed again and took a healthy draught of her wine.

“What are you doing?” her mother asked, taking the empty chair beside her.

“Relaxing. And thinking that something will have to be done about Thunder, but for the life of me, I don’t know what.”

Clara brought out another glass of wine for the mistress of the house, and Jenny lifted hers to tap glasses with her mother.

“Let George worry about the horses,” Ann Blackwood said. “You are doing an excellent job with everything else. Have I told you that?”

She smiled at her mother. “Yes, you have.”

“I know you would be established in your own home by now if not for your father’s death. Are you terribly disappointed?”

Jenny shook her head. “In all honesty, no. I would have gone to an unfamiliar house and lived amongst strangers.”

“You would have had a husband,” her mother pointed out.

“Another stranger,” Jenny said. “Did you love Father when you married him?”

Anne sat back and stared at the fields beyond the paddock, and then she sipped her wine. “I did.”

“Would you have married him if you didn’t?”

“Circumstances were different. Frankly, I wouldn’t have been allowed. As it was, we were nearly forbidden by my father. If I hadn’t loved your father and pressed his case, his suit would have been dismissed.”

“Because Father was a Scot?”

“Yes, but I begged my mother to help convince my father. If your father hadn’t been a baron, she wouldn’t have helped me either, but that small nod to nobility gave him the sheen of acceptance. That and the fact that he’d gone to school on this side of the border.”

Jenny considered it for a moment. Her parents had always seemed happy.

“I’m sorry that you lost your love, Mummy. Quite apart from the fact that he was my father, I liked him as a person.”

Her mother reached over and touched Jenny’s arm. “Thank you.”

“I am glad you don’t cry anymore. Maggie says that Lady Devere is still crying, and, think on it, her husband has been dead for years even though she didn’t know it.”

“Maybe she cries for other reasons,” Anne suggested. “In any case, I had a good marriage and I have you three girls. I can’t complain.”

Jenny smiled at her mother’s practicality. She had inherited it in full. “I didn’t feel for the viscount what you felt for Father. How terrible if I had actually had a deep interest in Alder, and he’d thrown me over the way he did.”

“I was lucky not to have to rely on the barbaric Season of the haut ton,” Anne admitted. They both laughed at her characterization of the round of London events to which many young girls looked forward, while equally as many faced it with dread.

“Your father’s family were neighbors to my parents’ home in Carlisle, and we were quite used to Scots anyway, since we lived so far north.”

But Jenny was distracted by talk of the Season, still going strong in London for another few weeks at least.

“Barbaric or not, Mummy, we must find a way to get Maggie to attend next year. It is unlikely she’ll find a suitable husband here.”

“What about the new earl?” Anne suggested. “He’s a bit old for her, but she might find him attractive. What’s more, she’s there every day. Perhaps—”

“He’s confined like a hermit and sounds like a wounded animal.”

Her mother pursed her lips. “I suppose then not suitable for our Mags.”

“No,” Jenny murmured, “I suppose not. There are always the matrimonial adverts, I suppose. If Maggie is willing, we can—”

A shriek brought Jenny to her feet.
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Chapter Three


Eleanor came running in, somehow smiling while still shrieking.

“You’ll never guess, never ever,” Jenny’s youngest sister declared, then screamed in excitement once again.

“Cease that infernal noise at once,” their mother said, as Jenny returned to her seat, wanting to throttle her youngest sister for giving them both palpitations. “No one will guess anything until you sit down and speak properly. Dear, oh, dear, I don’t know where you got those manners or how we shall ever find you a husband. Maggie will be easy in comparison. She has only a somewhat tart tongue, whereas you—”

“Sorry, Mummy,” Eleanor interrupted. “But it is so very wonderful, I could not contain myself.”

“What is it?” Jenny asked irritably, still feeling her heart thumping uncomfortably and being reminded of the earl’s awful shouting.

“I’ve had a letter from Maisie. She and Uncle Neddy are coming to stay with us.”

Jenny and her mother exchanged a quick glance. She thought she saw alarm mirrored in Anne’s eyes.

“He’s not your uncle,” was all her mother said.

“My cousin, then,” Eleanor amended.

“Only by marriage,” Anne retorted, then sipped her wine. “And he’s your second cousin once removed.”

It didn’t really matter about Ned Darrow’s relation to her dead father. Jenny knew Eleanor was simply over the moon at having Ned’s sister, Maisie, visit, for they were the same age and had always got along well. No doubt Eleanor was quite lonely in Sheffield, and this was the chance for some companionship beyond her sisters and their mother.

Ned was another matter, the son of their father’s cousin-in-law, he had occasionally been their guest in Town. Usually he stayed a night when he brought Maisie, who often remained with them for a month, and again when he came to collect her for the return to their home in Scotland. He would spend time with her father drinking brandy and wine, and making eyes at her during every meal.

Jenny hated to acknowledge it, but he rubbed her the wrong way. A tad too self-absorbed and a tad too interested in her, truth be told. She had been glad to have the proposal from the viscount, if only to stop the attention of Ned. Now, she would be within reach again as far as he was concerned. She supposed she could pretend to still be in the midst of a long engagement, though perhaps he already knew the truth.

“Ned Darrow should have waited to be invited,” their mother declared, voicing Jenny’s misgivings.

Eleanor blushed. “I did offer an invitation. At least, I did to Maisie.”

Anne clucked her tongue. “That was wrong of you to do, but also quite forward of Ned to accept on behalf of his sister without asking me first. And only think of the expense!”

Jenny was doing precisely that. An extra mouth to feed, or maybe more if Ned stayed, too, and who knew for how long!

“Maggie will have to sleep with me,” she said, starting to plan for the inevitable. As oldest, she’d enjoyed the luxury of having her own room while her two younger sisters shared the larger one with two beds. “Then Maisie can sleep with Eleanor.”

“What will we do with Cousin Ned?” her mother wondered.

What, indeed?

Then her mother added, “I suppose he shall have to have a bed in the parlor.”

Jenny started. “How will I carry out my accounting duties? Where will I keep people’s ledgers?”

“Perhaps he will only stay overnight,” Anne said. “And in the interim, you can set up a table in my room.”

Jenny nodded. So be it. Eleanor was looking quite grim-faced, and Jenny reached over to clasp her sister’s hand.

“Dearest, I’m glad you’ll have some company your own age, but please don’t invite anyone else or they will have to sleep with the horses.”

In fact, if Ned arrived in his rickety, repainted brougham that had seen better days but offered him the air of nobility, instead of driving an open-air carriage himself, then the driver would have to stay in an empty stall. For Cook, George, Henry, and the housemaid took up the two rooms that stretched off the kitchen.

Eleanor giggled, and her expression brightened once more.

“We shall have enough people in the house to play Puss, Puss in the Corner!” She jumped up and went running out of the room, screeching Maggie’s name in order to tell her about their unwanted houseguests.

Even then, while Jenny watched, Lucy approached Thunder, who stood leaning against the fence, head down, looking miserable—if it was possible for a horse to outwardly appear dejected. As the mare approached, Thunder startled, reared, and then took a nip at Lucy’s shoulder. Each horse retreated to opposite sides.

“Shall I send Clara for more wine?” her mother asked.

Jenny simply nodded.
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The arrival of Ned and Maisie Darrow from Dumfries, Scotland, a week later, caused more upheaval than Jenny could have imagined. While Maisie, with her blonde curls and doe-brown eyes, was sweeter than they’d all remembered and gave presents of thistle jam and lavender soap, Ned was exactly as aggravating as Jenny recalled. More so.

Moments after walking through the door, he made it clear he knew about her broken engagement. After removing his surcoat from his reed-thin figure and taking his hat off, revealing his sandy-colored hair, with exceptionally bad manners, her cousin brought up the viscount’s callous dismissal. Doing so under the guise of condolences while all the while looking inappropriately gleeful, was classic Ned.

Jenny had a feeling his true visit had more to do with her than with escorting Maisie to visit Eleanor.

Maggie tried to come to Jenny’s rescue by pointedly asking if they should make up a bed for him or if he would be heading home immediately, hopefully making him feel as unwanted as he truly was.

Unfortunately, it rolled off his back like water from a duck.

“I hope you’re making a fool’s joke,” Ned said to Maggie, then looked at Jenny, “for I was intending to stay for a goodly visit. I thought that was clear in Maisie’s letter.”

He nodded toward where his sister had been standing, but Maisie and Eleanor had already disappeared upstairs, whispering and laughing.

“We certainly don’t want you to think that any of cousin Lucien’s family are abandoning you upon his death,” Ned continued.

“We promise, we don’t think anything of the sort,” Jenny’s mother said. “It is merely that you’ll have to sleep in the parlor, as we are out of rooms upstairs.”

“That’s fine,” Ned insisted, his gaze still fixed on Jenny. “I don’t mind at all.”

Pity. She gave him a tight smile, which was the best she could manage. She’d hoped he would go screaming for the hills when he learned he didn’t get a bedroom. Perhaps when he felt the hardness of the settee or its narrowness, he would shorten his visit.

Anyway, she had work to finish. And now Jenny had the inconvenience of hiding it and herself in her mother’s chamber.

“Well, I will see you at dinnertime,” she told her cousin as she followed the path that Eleanor had taken toward the stairs.

A frown appeared on Ned’s forehead.

“Oh, dear cousin, I was hoping we could have a cup of tea together or perhaps take a walk around the property. I, for one, could certainly use a stroll to stretch my legs after the journey.”

Jenny opened her mouth and then shut it again. What excuse could she give if she couldn’t tell him about her bookkeeping practice? She glanced at Maggie, who made a strange face, clearly implying that she would not bail her sister out in this instance. Not when the penalty was a walk with Ned.

Luckily, her mother stepped in. “I would love the chance to walk and converse about Lucien’s family. I’m sure Jenny would join us if she could.”

Offering no opportunity for argument and without waiting for a response, Anne headed for the door, snatching up her lightweight wrap from a hook on the wall. Ned had no choice but to follow.

“I’ll show you our horses, too, shall I? And then we’ll come back for a nice cup of tea. Carry on, girls,” she called over her shoulder, taking Ned’s arm and forcing him out the front door.

The next few days proved a challenge. First, Maggie had to leave before the midday meal was over. Ned was bloviating about some Scottish election. She could dally no longer or be late for her charges. Rising to her feet in the middle of one of his long diatribes, Maggie excused herself and walked out of the room. This caused him to go on for a few long minutes regarding her rudeness.

Jenny listened silently until she nearly exploded.

“Rather uncivilized to say the least,” he pointed out for the second time. “Even if I were not to take offense at her leaving precisely when I was about to tell you the most interesting part about the Liberal Unionists, there would be her health to consider. Digestion is as important for young women as for men.” He pursed his lips and nodded to the four ladies left at the table.

“Brother, dear,” Maisie said, “surely if cousin Margaret is going walking, that will aid her digestion.”

“No,” Ned said. “I say, no. She should sit for half an hour at least before moving after a meal.”

Meanwhile, Jenny was forced to pretend to sleep late and go to bed early to finish each of her customers’ accounts while secreting herself in her mother’s chamber.

At the end of the week, during dinner, Ned mentioned how Jenny had taken to being quite a countrified lady of leisure.

Unthinkingly defending her sister, Eleanor let the cat out of the bag.

“That is unkind of you to say,” Eleanor began as she took a slice of bread and began to butter it generously. “Jenny works harder than anyone I know and with her arithmetic skills, she takes care of us all. Not to say that Maggie doesn’t help out, too, with the French lessons.”

Jenny closed her eyes in dismay, hearing Maggie gasp slightly and then try to cover it with a cough.

“Oh, dear,” said Eleanor, realizing belatedly that she shouldn’t have spoken of anything to do with her older sisters’ activities.

Anne tried to rescue the situation for her daughters.

“What Eleanor means is that Jenny has inherited the tendency of her father toward numbers, thus she keeps the household books, much to my gratitude, for I do not have a head for accounting at all.”

Ned was still frowning slightly.

“And Maggie, she …” Their mother trailed off, nonplussed.

“I try to help Eleanor prepare for her first Season by giving her the polish of a good French accent. N’est-ce-pas?” Maggie asked her sister, turning to her with flashing eyes.

“Oui,” Eleanor said quietly.

Ned blinked. Then he laughed. “While I admire Jenny for trying to get her pretty head around arithmetic, it is not really in her realm of abilities, not by the natural order of things. How can a woman be expected to make heads or tails of numbers?”

Jenny felt her mouth drop open. She nearly set about putting him straight with some choice words about mathematics when he added insult to injury.

“Besides, Lucien was notoriously bad at accounting himself. He told me as much once. Said household accounts were all gibberish to him. I guess it was a pity he didn’t get himself a good keeper of his books so that you all wouldn’t have found yourselves banished to the country, eh? He can’t do anything about that now, can he?”

He sipped his wine in the silence that followed, unmindful of how many insults or hurtful words he’d managed to pile on. Unfortunately, he then had more to add.

“As for Eleanor having a Season, the cost of the gowns will certainly make that impossible, never mind the cost of tickets! Why, she may as well speak Punjabi as French. I’m sure that Maisie will tell her all about it when she has her first Season in a few years’ time.”

Maisie had the grace to blush at her brother’s tactlessness. She even placed her hand over Eleanor’s.

Jenny wanted to strangle him. Especially when, with gusto, he tucked into the pork roast that her bookkeeping skills had paid for, oblivious to the discomfort he’d caused.

At least, though, he’d forgotten about Eleanor’s remarks.
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The very next day, another terrible heart-stopping moment befell her. For when Jenny glanced out her mother’s bedroom window early in the morning after beginning the baker’s ledger, she saw a carriage that was clearly driven by a driver wearing the earl’s livery. Sure enough, as it drew to stop in front of their humble cottage, she could clearly see the Lindsey coat of arms emblazoned on the carriage door.

And who should disembark when the door opened? None other than the admiral.

“Christ’s wounds,” she exclaimed under her breath.

Mr. Binkley’s arrival could mean only one thing. He’d come to speak with the fictitious G. Cavendish.

Practically leaping down the stairs to the first landing, Jenny heard Clara opening the door and halted as her mother beat her to the hallway. Taking a step backward, Jenny hid in the shadows of the stairwell.

“Mr. Binkley,” Clara announced to Anne, who studied him. “Butler to Lord Lindsey.”

“Sorry to intrude, madam,” Mr. Binkley began. “I am looking for Mr. Cavendish.”

Oh, dear. Jenny grasped her hands together. Did her mother remember what she’d told her about using her family name? Jenny held her breath.

“Mr. Cavendish?” Anne paused. “Lord Lindsey’s butler wishes to speak to Mr. Cavendish,” she said overly loudly, not knowing Jenny was close at hand but clearly trying to tell her.

If the situation were not so serious, Jenny would have laughed at her mother’s strange tone and the sound of the butler taking a startled step backward.

Unfortunately, the door to the parlor opened at that moment, and Ned appeared, looking sleep-worn and grumpy at having been awakened before ten in the morning.

He opened his mouth. “What is this all about?”

“No call to speak loudly,” Jenny interrupted, revealing herself by coming down the last few stairs, knowing Ned could ruin it all in an instant. “Cousin,” she added, “please return to your room. We have things well in hand.”

Ned stared from Jenny to her mother to Binkley.

“I am happy to offer my services by dealing with whatever has come to our doorstep,” Ned said, beginning to puff himself up as usual.

An idea formed in Jenny’s head.

“Yes, of course, your services! Your services will be called upon,” she assured him, offering him her brightest smile. He would be Mr. Cavendish. “If you will but return to the parlor, I’ll be in shortly to … to relay any important information. However, recall that you are in your nightclothes and this is the Earl of Lindsey’s butler.” She gestured to Mr. Binkley. “We must make a better representation to him than to appear in such a state of undress.”

Ned glanced down at his crumpled housecoat over his pajamas. “Yes, of course.” And with that, and a warm smile in return for Jenny’s apparent friendliness, he disappeared quickly into the parlor, shutting the door firmly behind him.

“Was that Mr. Cavendish?” Mr. Binkley asked after the exchange, his expression doubtful and perhaps a bit disappointed.

Jenny looked down at her feet. Could she say a bald-faced lie, and in front of her mother?

“Why, yes, of course.” It was Anne who responded. Bless her! “He was working late into the night and must have slept in the parlor. Please, come through to our modest dining area for a cup of tea while he dresses.”

Mr. Binkley’s eyes widened at being offered tea. And in the dining room, no less. Why, his whole world must seem topsy-turvy! However, he couldn’t refuse an offer from someone superior to his station no matter how inappropriate.

Giving Jenny another long look, apparently the admiral was dying to ask her why she, Miss Blackwood, was at the home of Mr. Cavendish. However, that would be forward, presumptuous, and rude, and thus, she knew he would not ask.

Gesturing for him to follow her mother, she said nothing, merely offering him a serene expression.

As soon as his back disappeared down the hallway and into the dining room, Jenny tapped on the parlor door.

“Enter,” Ned said as if it truly were his room.

Jenny gritted her teeth and then pasted on her friendly smile once more.

“Cousin,” she said, pushing the door open and peering gingerly inside, making sure he was indeed fully dressed before she entered.

“Come in,” he said. “Pray, what is going on? Why is the earl’s butler calling on your home?”

“I am going to trust you, as my cousin, as the son of my father’s cousin, as a friend to this family, as the brother to my sister’s dear friend.” Still she paused. He could help, or he could ruin everything.

“Yes, yes, I am all that. Tell me. You can trust me. You may not know this, though I believe you do. I have a deep fondness for you and would do nothing to cause you distress.”

Jenny took a deep breath before speaking and considered crossing her fingers if only she believed in such foolishness.

“Very well. Lord Lindsey’s butler came here asking for Mr. Cavendish. Well,” she spread her arms. “I am Mr. Cavendish.”

“You? Whatever do you mean?”

“I conduct a bookkeeping service, and I do it as G. Cavendish. My sex is merely assumed by my clients to be male, of course.”

He frowned. “That’s absurd.”

“No,” Jenny shook her head. “I assure you, it is the truth.”

“But how can you possibly—?”

She held up her hand. “Do not insult my mind, Ned. I am adept in arithmetic, enough to help local merchants balance their ledgers and figure out their tax duty to the crown. If it were not true, would the earl have sent for me?”

For the first time since she’d known Ned Darrow, which was her whole life, he was rendered speechless. She smiled.

“I cannot let Mr. Binkley know that I am a woman. In case he is not as forward-thinking and,” Jenny nearly choked, “as open-minded and understanding as you are.”

He was silent a moment, considering. Basically, he held their livelihood in his hands, and she didn’t like that notion. Not one bit!

“I believe you,” Ned said.

She let out the breath she’d been holding and nearly hugged him. Nearly.

“On account of the high regard I feel for you,” he added, “and for the sake of our future, I will help you.”

Their future! Was he exacting a price for his help? She feared he was, but she couldn’t deal with that now. Not with the admiral having his ear talked off by her mother in the next room.

Jenny nodded, not sure if she had agreed to something or not.

By Ned’s broad smile, he seemed to think they now had an understanding.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

She jumped forward. “Let me bring Mr. Binkley in here. You may tell him of our familial relationship, except you must be a Cavendish, not a Darrow. Tell him I must stay during the meeting as I do clerical work for you because of my excellent penmanship. Then if he asks questions, I can somehow guide you to the correct answer.”

Ned paled slightly. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

She felt sick. She wished she could say the same thing. “Normally, our manservant Henry takes ledgers back and forth to my clients, but this is different. Obviously, Henry can’t meet with Mr. Binkley.”

“But why is the butler here?”

She frowned. “I have looked over five years of the Belton estate’s books and found some abnormalities. Funds have gone missing and—”

A tap at the door silenced her.

“Jen, whatever you’re doing, do it quickly.”

It was Maggie, whispering through the door. She went to it and yanked it open.

“We’re nearly ready. Go get Mr. Binkley and bring him to Mr. Cavendish’s parlor.”

Maggie frowned. Jenny swallowed and gestured behind her toward Ned, who was even then puffing up his chest and tugging down his coat sleeves. Maggie’s eyes widened in horror, but she nodded and darted off.

Jenny waited at the study door. This simply had to work.
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Chapter Four


With Mr. Binkley seated in one of the chairs by the writing desk and Ned on the other side, Jenny hovered by the door waiting for Ned to take charge.

He gave the earl’s senior servant a broad smile. And said nothing.

Sweet mother! She glared at him from behind the butler’s back.

Ned coughed. “Binkley, is it?”

The butler nodded, then he turned around offering Jenny a quizzical look.

Luckily, Ned drew his attention back. “Miss Blackwood is my cousin, and she … assists me.”

“We have met,” Mr. Binkley said. “She seems to be quite a helpful person, showing up where least expected.”

Ned shrugged, having lost the exact thread of his meaning.

Binkley clasped his hands behind his back where Jenny could see them. She had a feeling the admiral was trying to quell his impatience.

“However, this is a rather sensitive situation, as I’m sure you can appreciate after reviewing the ledgers,” the butler continued. “I would prefer we speak in private.”

Jenny felt cold all over. Ned could say the wrong thing in a heartbeat and the pretense would be shattered. From the look on his face, he knew that.

“With all due respect, Mr. Binkley, Miss Blackwood is already entirely familiar with the earl’s account. I often use her to transcribe my rather messy handwriting. Chicken scratch as my mam used to call it.”

Bravo! Again, Jenny could have hugged him.

“I see.” Binkley turned once more to give Jenny a particularly hard stare. “Perhaps, then, Miss Blackwood, you would mind ceasing to loiter behind my back. It gives me a sense of menace from my days as a foot soldier.”

Hmm, he certainly oozed discipline, and now she knew why.

Obligingly, she entered the room and stood beside her desk, trying to look meek.

Binkley addressed Ned once more. “Because of the delicate matter of revenues dwindling or going missing as you discovered, and because of the situation that occurred three years hence, I’m here to request your presence at Belton.”

“Why is that necessary?” Ned asked, sounding bored and as if he were now in complete control.

Jenny wanted to throttle him. After all, this could be her most lucrative client, and they served the earl at Mr. Binkley’s pleasure. Annoy him and he was likely to decide to find a real bookkeeper in Manchester or London.

“What Mr. Cavendish means is, that he would hate to intrude upon the earl’s privacy,” she blurted out.

“You will not come into contact with his lordship,” Mr. Binkley said, sounding every bit like an admiral in command of his navy. Again, he gave her a hard stare, perhaps reminding her that she had strayed where she oughtn’t to the last time she was at the manor.

“Of course,” she muttered.

He turned to Ned once again. “I must insist that you come to Belton as there are too great a number of ledgers to easily transport. What’s more, I believe you may have questions that could best be answered if I were close by.”

“I see,” Ned said, then looked to Jenny. She raised her eyebrows and nodded. “In that case, when would you like us to come.”

“Us?”

“Well, I must bring Jenny because …”

“Because of your chicken scratch,” the butler supplied helpfully though not in an enthusiastic tone. “If you can come tomorrow, I’ll have the library clear for you both to work.”

“Tomorrow?”

Jenny decided this had better be the conclusion of their meeting.

“I can certainly clear Mr. Cavendish’s schedule for tomorrow. We will see you at half past nine if that suits.”

“Yes. Fine.”

In another minute, she had the butler out the door and was watching him climb into the earl’s carriage.

Leaning against the door jamb, arms crossed, she nearly laughed with relief to see him go. Good Lord, she must have just aged a year.

Suddenly, Ned was at her side.

“He didn’t even thank us for going tomorrow on such short notice.”

Jenny rolled her eyes. “He doesn’t have to thank us. We work for him.”

“Oh, right.”

In the next moment, she felt Ned take hold of her upper arm and with a bit of tugging, uncross it and tuck it under his own, holding it close to his side.

Ah, the price to be paid. It would be costly indeed!

“This is rather exciting,” he said. “I’ve never done such a charade. And to think, we are doing it together.” He patted her trapped hand.

“Yes,” she said, “think of that.”
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Jenny would be nice to Ned. That was her nature after all. What’s more, he was doing her the greatest of favors, but still, did he have to keep reminding her of that? Between Mr. Binkley’s departure and breakfast, he’d mentioned his contribution “to her well-being” at least a dozen times.

“What a bind I’ve got you out of!” he declared, stuffing his mouth with meat pie at dinner the night before.

“What a godsend that I was here with Maisie,” he said over porridge and thick bacon rashers at breakfast.

“This is what comes of being deceitful,” he’d gloated around a mouthful of toast before slurping down his tea.

As if she’d had a choice, being a woman.

Jenny already wanted to scream, and they’d only just arrived at Belton Manor. Ned had tried to hold her hand numerous times in the seclusion of his carriage, after insisting they take his old brougham with his driver rather than her open-air gig. Having about decided to punch her cousin in the nose, she felt the carriage wheels turn onto the gravel drive.

Besides, she thought grumpily, leading Ned around to the side entrance and knocking, she hadn’t truly needed his help. She would have figured something else out if he hadn’t been at hand. Though for the life of her, she didn’t know what.

The same servant greeted them at the door. Obviously, he’d been told that Jenny wasn’t there to tutor Peter and Alice this time for he took a different route through the hallways and stairs before showing them into a beautifully-endowed library, with floor-to-ceiling books that must have cost a pretty penny.

“How marvelous.” Jenny had not been in such a room since she’d wandered into the wrong chamber after too much champagne during her first season. Her father had found her sitting in a chair, glass in hand, and perusing a biography of Isaac Newton and his mathematical equations at one of Lord and Lady Jersey’s fabulously extravagant balls.

There was a large round table with four comfy leather chairs arranged around it, and Jenny and Ned seated themselves each at one of these. On the table were two stacks of leather tomes, presumably ledgers, as they looked like the ones she’d already studied thoroughly. Pens, ink, blank paper, it had all been thoughtfully laid out for them.

Jenny pulled out her abacus from her satchel. It helped remind her of her abilities, though it didn’t entirely quell the butterflies fluttering in her stomach.

“Where do we start?” Ned asked, leaning back in his seat as if he had no idea what a book was or how to open one.

“You may find something interesting upon these shelves,” she told him, “or you may take a nap.” For all she cared. As long as he stayed quiet and didn’t bother her. “I will start with the latest ledger and work backward. I find that’s the best way not to be led down the wrong path.”

She pulled the top book off the stack and found it to be very old indeed.

That wouldn’t do. Standing, she began to sort the ledgers by decade, until she finally spread open before her the accounts prior to the ones she’d already viewed, six years ago. Then she fell silent and began to read and figure and add and subtract.

Perhaps an hour had gone by, perhaps more, when the door opened and the admiral entered. At that particular moment, she was hastily writing on a piece of paper while bent over the ledger, her nose nearly pressed to the paper to read the minute scrawling someone had written in the margin.

Glancing up, she took in Mr. Binkley staring at her and then looking at Ned who was splayed across a divan by the window, an open book on his chest, and snoring lightly.

Sweet mother! She should have set him up at least to look the part.

“Ahem,” Mr. Binkley cleared his throat. They both looked at Ned who didn’t stir.

“He’s taking a bit of a break while I transcribe some notes. Can you tell me, Mr. Binkley, did the earl himself, the young one, I mean, the current one, keep the books until the time he went away?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“Because even though there were already some systemic changes occurring in the ledgers and in the estate’s revenues over the last six or seven years, they changed drastically three years ago.”

“Ah, yes. It was his lordship’s cousin who maintained the ledgers.”

“Tobias Devere?”

“Yes, starting approximately seven years ago, I would say. Sir Devere was adept at numbers and asked the earl’s father if he could take over the household accounts, and then it grew to be the entire estate that he handled.”

Odd, she thought, with an estate as vast and wealthy as the Devere’s, that they didn’t have a professional bookkeeper in their employ.

“And before Sir Devere, who kept the ledgers?”

“His lordship, the previous earl, had an estate steward who has long since departed.”

Ned snuffled in his sleep, and they both looked at him for a second.

“And the current earl has no interest in the accounts, eight years ago or since?”

“I’m afraid he never had a head for it, Miss. Not that he wasn’t interested in his family’s estates. That would be an incorrect assumption. Lord Devere, now Lord Lindsey, was always a participant in the running of this manor and of his father’s vast holdings. He understood its workings and the needs of its people.”

Before he became a despondent recluse. And now?

She kept that question to herself.

“I see.” Jenny flipped a few pages back and forth. “Who handles the accounting now?”

Mr. Binkley clasped his hands behind his back and looked down at her. “Apparently, you do.”

She felt her cheeks redden and glanced at Ned again. Useless creature. The butler had seen through their charade, no doubt. Yet, she shouldn’t assume that was what he meant.

“What I meant to ask was who has been handling this since his lordship and his cousin went abroad?”

“I knew what you meant,” Mr. Binkley said. “The old earl was alive for two years of his son’s absence.”

That told her nothing. She smiled encouragingly. Was there more?

“Not any one person,” the butler added.

For the first time, Jenny had the feeling that he was withholding something from her.

“I have made some entries, and the earl’s valet has kept some accounts. Even the housekeeper, Mrs. Keithley, whom I don’t believe you’ve met, has been called upon to give a reckoning. She was visiting her sister in Gloucestershire when you were here before. Hence the reason no one brought your tea.”

Jenny frowned. What a slipshod method. And the admiral, by his discomfort, knew it.

“I don’t quite understand how the heir to the earldom and his cousin, who I suppose was also a potential heir, could both go to war and leave the entire estate without an overseer, no disrespect meant to yourself, of course.”

“None taken, Miss, I assure you.”

At that moment, Ned snored particularly loudly and awakened himself. He sat up, blinking, recalling where he was and why he was there. Then he saw Mr. Binkley and jumped to his feet.

“Yes, as I was saying, the ledgers show some grave discrepancies.”

Jenny nearly laughed but simply sighed, and Mr. Binkley had the grace to keep silent.

“I will continue to delve further,” she told the butler, giving up on the pretense entirely. “Now that I have a better understanding, I will look more closely at the recent issues. At least I’ll be able to tell you where to go looking for lost income.”

“She means that I will, along with her help—” but Ned stopped when she sent him a quelling look.

Only after Mr. Binkley left did Jenny realize she still didn’t know why the estate had been left to flounder after the earl’s passing without someone truly in charge. It was unconscionable.
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Jenny heard the screams and couldn’t ignore them. She wished she could simply creep past the closed door to the earl’s chamber, yet her heart would have had to be made of stone. All she wanted was a blasted cup of tea but had got quite lost on her way from the library.

“No,” Lord Lindsey yelled, for she was certain it was he.

Glancing down the hallway, she fervently hoped to see some member of the staff, but it was quite deserted. No doubt everyone at the manor was used to his strange torment and ignored it.

Another shout and then deep moaning permeated the door, and almost unthinkingly, Jenny placed her fingers on the handle and turned it. Her heart pounding, she pushed the door slowly open and glanced inside into utter darkness.

Surprised, she hesitated before entering. At that hour of the day, the room should be filled with bright sunlight. Instead, it was as dark as pitch.

Regardless, when she heard Simon Devere moan again, she moved toward him, ignoring the gooseflesh that arose on her arms. Her eyes were quickly becoming accustomed to the minimal light that had followed her in from the corridor.

After a moment, she could make out the shape of a large, four-poster bed to her right, but the earl was not in it. His tragic sounds were coming from directly in front of the heavily draped windows. Under foot was a thick carpet that she crossed as quickly as she dared, not wishing to trip and land at his feet.

Instead, she ended up standing before a man who was fast asleep yet sitting up in a winged chair and obviously having a terrible nightmare.

She could not even make out his features, just overly long hair and a pale face against the darkness. Should she pull back a curtain? Should she touch him to awaken him?

The earl thrashed suddenly, screamed loudly, and awakened, sitting bolt upright. He seemed to be staring right at her but said nothing, showing neither surprise nor alarm at her appearance. Then he looked to his left and right, down at his own lap. Finally, he gripped the armrests and breathed deeply.

“My lord,” Jenny began, and he looked at her again. “I am sorry to intrude upon your privacy, but you were in distress. I sought only to awaken you.”

He cocked his head.

At his continued silence, she had a momentary fear that the Earl of Lindsey was indeed out of his mind.

“I will fetch Mr. Binkley.”

As she turned, his arm snaked out and he grabbed hold of her. She nearly yelled with surprise, but before she could, he gasped.

“I can touch you,” he murmured.

“My lord? Are you well, my lord?”

“You are a well-spoken demon,” he said, his voice low and scratchy with misuse.

“I beg your pardon?”

“My nightmares never beg,” he told her. “They usually cause me to beg.” He looked around his room again, then back at her. “I’ve never dreamed you before.”

“I am no dream, my lord.”

He sighed. “For all I know, I am in my cell in Burma, dreaming that I am in my room at home.”

“I assure you, you are home.”

“You cannot assure me. I have had this dream too many times though without you, to be sure. I will awaken in a minute and smell the stench of the prison. That’s always my first clue as to where I am.”

“If you were sleeping in your cell, my lord, don’t you think you would smell it even here, in your dream home?”

He nodded. “That makes sense.” Then he frowned, his eyebrows drawing together. “Yet nothing really makes sense, does it? I was just there. I know it.”

“No, you were here. You were screaming. I heard you. I’m sorry to intrude but you are definitely sitting in a chair in Sheffield, England.”

“Is that so?”

“It is.”

“Maybe for the moment,” he allowed after a pause, “but in a very few minutes from now, I may find myself back in Burma. You, with your soft voice, will disappear. I’ll be on a hard, dirty floor with flea-infested vermin crawling over me, skin itching with no relief and I’ll be freezing because the sun has gone down, it’s monsoon season, and I’m only wearing thin rags. Or I’ll be boiling hot because the blazing sun is shining harsh against the prison wall. And I’ll be very thirsty.”

Jenny was mesmerized by his words, vividly imagining the terrible conditions and wondering how anyone could survive for any length of time. Yet, they said he’d lived in the prison for nearly two years before he was rescued by British soldiers.

“I’m thirsty now by the way.”

The earl said it in such a matter-of-fact manner that she nearly missed his words.

“Oh,” Jenny exclaimed, glancing around. If only she could see better. But there, by his elbow on a small round table was a pitcher of water and a glass.

“If you release me, I’ll get you a drink.”

He hesitated. “You will not disappear if I release you?”

“No, my lord. I promise.”

“I like the feel of you,” he said, still holding on.

Jenny had to admit that his touch was an entirely new sensation and not unpleasurable. For where his hand firmly gripped her wrist without hurting her, she was tingling.

However, instead of releasing her, he drew her closer until she was off-balance, pulled nearly onto his lap. Then he sniffed her. This stranger actually leaned forward and sniffed in the vicinity of the front of her gown.

“Um,” she began.

“I like the smell of you, too. Lemons, I believe. That’s strange. I’ve never dreamt such a scent before.”

Then he released her.

Taking a shaky step back, very aware that his gaze was trained on her, she reached for the pitcher.

“There is water right here, my lord.”

He visibly flinched but said nothing.

“I’ll pour you a glass,” she offered.

“Just like that?” he asked. “Others have died for the same.”

Jenny didn’t know what to say. After a pause, she merely repeated her words.

“I’ll pour you a glass, and you’ll drink it.” For surely, he sounded delirious, and perhaps it was due to thirst.

He tilted his head. “If you exist, and if I am here, then I suppose you will. And I’ll accept it from you and drink. I’m sure I’ll be relieved for a while. The mind can make even air seem like a cool, delicious potable when you are out of your mind with thirst.”

Unable to envision such suffering, Jenny hurried to pour him a full glass. As she handed it to him, their fingers brushed and he visibly shuddered.

“I don’t recognize you, but you certainly feel real,” he said.

“I am, my lord.”

She watched him examine the glass and sniff the water and then he gulped it all down, tilting his head back and holding the glass upside down against his lips to get the last drops.

“There is more if you wish.”

“No, that’s fine. I’m not thirsty anymore, but I know it won’t last. When I’m in the cell, I’ll wonder how I could have imagined the water so veritably. Yet, if I close my eyes again, you’ll disappear and I’ll be back there. I know it. I try very hard never to close my eyes.”

Poor tormented man.

“If you don’t know me,” she reasoned, “then how could you imagine me. How could I be only a dream? Don’t you only dream of people you know?”

He stared at her, then he looked her up and down and down and up in the very thick gloom. Not insolently, and not with any type of improper insinuation that might make her blush. He simply studied her.

“That makes sense. I have dreamed many people while in my cell. With my eyes open, I swear, I talk to the living and the dead. With my eyes closed, I am often here in this very room or walking the orchard. Sometimes I am even riding one of my favorite horses.” He paused and then he reached out, startling her, as he took gentle hold of her forearm once again.

“But it’s true, I always know the person or the place. Or the horse, for that matter.”

Jenny nodded.

“I don’t know you, do I?” he asked, his tone almost pleading.

Oh, dear. She hated to break the logic of her own argument, but she also was unwilling to lie to him.

“You don’t know me, my lord, but we have met.”

He dropped her arm instantly. “A riddle. And proof that you could be imaginary.”

“No,” she added quickly, wondering why she felt so desperate to prove to the man that she was real and that he was safe in England.

“You and I met, more than once, when I was but a child and you a mere downy-faced youth. Thus, to be honest, we know of each other, but you don’t know me. Certainly, you would not envision me as I look today, nearly twelve years later.”

“Again, you make sense,” he said. “As well as any of this makes sense. How did you come to be in my bedroom if you are real?”

“I was passing by your door and heard you call out.”

“Was I very loud?”

“Yes, my lord.”

He nodded. “When I am here, I stay quite still and remain quiet in order not wake up and go back there. Do you understand?”

She nodded, fascinated by his thoughts.

“When I am there, I scream and scream, hoping that I am in a terrible nightmare. My voice sometimes awakens me, and I am here again. And if I keep myself in darkness, then I can’t see the rats.”

Tears sprung to her eyes.

“There are no rats, my lord.”

He shook his head.

“No, not now. But later. Unless I stay awake. Or is it that I must keep dreaming of home?”

She was no doctor, but she believed if he remained in this room in the dark, not knowing if he was awake or dreaming, then he would slip into madness. If it was not already too late.

“What if I keep you awake by talking to you?” Jenny wasn’t even sure what she was saying or why. She only knew she wanted to help. “You won’t go back into the cell while we’re having a conversation, will you, my lord?”

He considered. “No, I don’t believe I will. Nor while drinking. I will have another glass of water after all.”

She poured him one quickly, and he drank half of it before setting it down beside him.

“What about nourishment?”

“What about it?” he asked.

“Someone brings you food, I assume. And you eat it?”

“Yes.”

Jenny wondered if only Mr. Binkley came in or if the as-yet unseen housekeeper, or perhaps one of the maids. For beyond a doubt, this man needed company if only to be kept anchored in the here and now.

“Who brings it?”

“Binkley. And others I don’t see. I believe they are afraid of me.”

“Pish,” she said.

“Indeed, but that’s what Binkley said when he was forced to play housemaid.”

She believed the admiral was trying to knock some sense into the young earl. She also thought that Mr. Binkley had no idea of the extent to which Simon Devere had been traumatized.

And you do? asked a mocking voice in her head.

For some reason, yes, she thought she understood his fear. It was not a fanciful melancholy, though many might think it such. It was more practical than that. He had been taught while in the cell that sleep meant cruel dreams of being home. One and one made two. And now that he was home, how could he be sure he wasn’t still in captivity in one of his dreams?

The terror at waking up in the cell would not relinquish its hold on him.

In all likelihood, he needed a doctor to ease his mind back into reality. However, at that moment, she was the only person there.

“The food you eat, is it pies, perhaps, and roast fowl or pork?”

He nodded.

“Do they taste real?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think they could be so vivid in a dream if you were in fact still in your cell?”

Jenny thought he smiled until she realized he was actually grimacing.

“You would be surprised at how real my dreams are. I put a particularly delicious morsel in my mouth once, I’ll never forget it. It was a spoonful of warm apple Charlotte, and I told myself that if it were a dream, I didn’t think I could survive. Then I awakened in hell.”

She gasped, disappointment lancing her as if she’d been there.

“However, I did survive. Lack of sponge cake and apples and creamy custard notwithstanding.”

Wretched soul.

“Therefore, dear phantom beauty, I eat what is given to me by Binkley. I even bathe four times a week. And of course, there are other calls of nature that are handled quite differently in this world than in my other one.”

Jenny didn’t want to think about the horror of attending to bodily functions in a small, enclosed place. With rats and fleas constantly biting his skin.

How could she help him? What could she—?

Phantom beauty? Did he truly think her beautiful?

Then she remembered the darkness of the room, and how she could barely make him out in the gloom. Likewise, she must be merely a female voice with a feminine shape, rustically styled hair, and an outdated gown that he could not see.

A tap on the door frame made her jump. The earl did likewise, and they looked at each other like children caught doing something naughty.

At once, Jenny realized that she absolutely shouldn’t be in the earl’s chamber, alone with him.
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Chapter Five


Neither of them spoke, but upon seeing Mr. Binkley standing in the doorway, Jenny relaxed. Thank goodness she’d left the door wide open. That certainly bespoke an entirely innocent situation.

Taking a step backward, she addressed the admiral, who stood staring at her as if she had two heads.

“His lordship was in some distress. I entered to see if I could help him.”

The butler nodded. Then he put his hands behind his back in that manner she’d seen in her own parlor.

“This is the third time you’ve been somewhere unexpected, Miss Blackwood. I’m starting to think you are a fairy creature.”

“I thought she was a demon,” the earl chimed in.

Jenny couldn’t contain the nervous laugh that escaped her, for Mr. Binkley was not smiling.

“I shall be getting back to work. Or rather to assisting Mr. Cavendish.”

It was hard to tell in the dim light, but she thought she saw Mr. Binkley roll his eyes.

Turning back to the earl, she bowed her head. “I bid you good day, my lord.”

“Will I dream you again?”

Mr. Binkley coughed.

“I promise you that I am real.”

“Then also promise me that you will return. Tomorrow,” the earl insisted.

She glanced at the admiral for permission. He hesitated, then nodded.

Why did that fill her with warmth instead of dread?

“Yes, my lord. I will come see you again tomorrow.”

Simon Devere visibly relaxed. “I will stay awake until then.”

Oh dear. She rushed to reassure him. “If you go to sleep, I will awaken you when I come back, and you will be right here in your own home.”

“If you say so.” He didn’t sound convinced.

Nodding, she slipped quietly past the piercing stare of Mr. Binkley.
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After their evening meal, Jenny lost no time in telling Maggie of all that had occurred. She wanted her sister to understand that the earl was not a monster as found in Perrault’s fairytales, nor was he insane, merely tortured by his own dreams.

They were sitting on Jenny’s bed in their cramped bedchamber, where no one could overhear them. Having returned to the library after her encounter with the earl, she’d placated Ned with a heavily-laden tea tray carried by the maid who followed behind. The shortbread, cream, and strawberries distracted Ned from wondering how it could have taken her so long to find the kitchens.

Leaning against the headboard, shoulder-to-shoulder with Maggie, Jenny shifted her skirts, raising them up to her knees to combat the summer warmth that had gathered in their room despite the open window.

“Lord Despair is a truly troubled man,” Maggie said, fanning herself. “And you intend to go back?”

“I promised him.”

Maggie considered her sister’s profile. “Is he safe?”

Jenny shrugged. “I didn’t feel afraid of him for a single moment. When he touched me, he was—”

“Touched you?” Maggie asked, a flash of concern crossing her pretty features.

Jenny felt the heat creep into her face.

“Briefly, he took hold of my arm but was ever so gentle.”

Maggie smiled, saying nothing.

“What? Why are you looking like a cat in front of the cream?”

“Is his lordship handsome?”

Jenny clucked her tongue. “I could hardly see him. I told you it was dark.”

“Well, did you get the sense that he looked like an ogre?”

They both laughed.

“Very well. I will tell you. The Earl of Lindsey is a pleasant-faced man from what I could make out in the darkened chamber. His hair was a little longer than fashionable, though someone had taken care to shave his daily growth. Most likely Mr. Binkley, though there must be a valet there somewhere, don’t you think?”

Maggie nodded. “No doubt. What else?” She nudged her sister with her elbow.

Jenny considered. “He smelled clean and his voice had a rich timbre.”

“When he wasn’t shouting and moaning?”

“Yes, Mags. When he wasn’t shouting and moaning. Poor man!” she uttered, thinking of how terribly he’d suffered. “We should all have compassion for him. I’m sure I was looking at sanity and intelligence.”

“You like him!” her sister declared.

“What? How can you conclude such a thing from what I’ve told you?”

“Do you deny it?”

Jenny squirmed. “I feel sympathy for the man.”

Her sister snorted with amusement. “When will you see your earl again?”

“Stop it. You know very well he is not my earl.”

“Well?” Maggie persisted.

“Tomorrow.” Jenny jumped off the bed when her sister started to laugh. “I’m going to Mummy’s room and finishing the baker’s books.”

“I thought you finished those already,” Maggie pointed out.

“Then I’ll do the innkeeper’s,” Jenny said, fleeing from her sister’s amused expression.
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Simon screamed, waking himself up. He shook his left leg where he thought he could still feel a rat’s claws. His heart was racing and he had no idea of the time of day or night. That was normal. What wasn’t normal was that he was looking for someone. For whom? He tossed the blanket from him recalling that Binkley had placed it on his lap after supper.

After eating, Simon had taken twenty turns around his large chamber, surprised at how weak his legs felt even after such little exercise, and then he’d collapsed into his chair again. He hadn’t appreciated Binkley trying to tuck him in like he was an aged grandmother.

Still, Simon couldn’t shake the expectant feeling that someone should be, could be, in his room. Then he remembered her. The woman! He would focus on her, recalling her sweet voice and her kindness as she gave him water—and maybe she would reappear.

As long as he stayed awake.

Hadn’t he asked her to return the next day? Was it tomorrow already?

Rising to his feet, he stretched. He was able to maneuver the room easily in the dark now after many weeks of doing so. Going to the window, hesitantly, Simon pulled one drape to the side. He cringed, expecting to see the bars and smell the thick pungent air of the Burmese teak forest. Instead panes of glass, fifteen of them, in fact, sheltered him from the cool English night air. By the look of the stars, it was early in the morning, perhaps a couple of hours until dawn. Such a long time to wait if she was in truth coming back to see him.

He desperately didn’t want to go back into the last nightmare. The rats had been particularly voracious. Simon took a few more turns around his room. He would get his strength back eventually, but perhaps he should be trying harder. If only he could stay out of the cell long enough to exercise.

He almost laughed at his own convoluted thoughts.

For now, a book would do. Binkley had brought to him a shelf full of Simon’s favorite adventure stories from his youth. Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, even Tom Jones (though he hadn’t been allowed to read that until he was fourteen). Now after having had an adventure of his own, and a rather terrible one, he wanted to read something more peaceful.

Against his usual practice, he lit a lamp and perused the offerings. Picking up The Sorrows of Young Werther, Simon glanced at it, considered the protagonist’s solution of suicide, then hurled the book across the room. A moment later, though, he went and picked it up, setting it back on his bookshelf. The burst of spontaneous violence felt foreign to him, especially perpetrated on an innocent book.

What else? Ah, a collection of Robert Burns. A little poetry from a man who loved life and women and drinking. One could do worse. Unable to sit anymore, Simon opened it and proceeded to read while standing in the light of the lamp.
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The next morning, Jenny decided not to bother keeping up the pretense with Mr. Binkley. It was insulting to the man. Much relieved, she told Ned he could remain at home. Of course, her cousin protested loudly.

“It’s not safe for you to go there alone,” he said.

“But I go there alone,” Maggie pointed out, “and Jenny has before, too.”

“You are with the children,” Ned said, “while she will be without a chaperone.”

Jenny stayed quiet. She wasn’t going to argue.

“In any case, I’m going this afternoon,” Maggie added, “and I’ll check on you, shall I? When Peter and Alice are having their tea.”

“If you wish,” Jenny conceded.

Ned was unsatisfied. “Well, I don’t like this arrangement at all. Lady Blackwood, what do you say?”

Jenny’s mother was reading the London Times, a week late since it had to travel, and had clearly not been listening to a word. Upon hearing her name, she raised her head and looked at her daughters and her guests.

“Did I miss something?”

“No, Mummy,” Jenny said. “Any news worth sharing?”

“Oh, yes,” Eleanor added. “Anything about the Queen?”

“Or the Countess of Dudley?” asked Maisie.

“I shall read further, but so far, all the news is bad. Of course, there are countless stories still of the famine. Those poor souls. Terrible, terrible,” she said, and they all paused a moment to think of the people starving in Ireland.

Then she sipped her tea and scanned the next sheet. “The Duchess of Montrose has passed to her great reward. And Frederick Douglass has returned to America after writing to the editor that he had a lovely stay here.”

Maggie snickered, and Jenny joined in.

“What?” Anne Blackwood asked, looking at her elder two daughters.

“I’m sure he didn’t say to the Times that he had a ‘lovely stay,’” Maggie put forth. “He must have had something more profound to impart after being here for a year and a half,” Maggie said.

Lady Blackwood shrugged. “I’m sure he enjoyed his time here. Anyway, let me look on the social pages.”

While her mother regaled them with stories, Jenny excused herself and got ready to leave. In truth, a tiny sensation of eagerness sizzled through her at the prospect of seeing the earl again.

“Enjoy your morning,” Maggie called after her as she climbed onto their two-seater. “Say hello to Lord Despair for me.”

Glancing back, Jenny watched Ned questioning Maggie on her remark, and she sat back on the worn leather seat, happy to be escaping the confines of their country home and the oppressive Ned Darrow.
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Soon, Jenny almost wished for the ease of dealing with her cousin, or at least of handling merely the innkeeper’s books. The Belton ledgers were in a terrible state. Money that should be there was simply not. How Mr. Binkley continued to run everything to their normal standards, she could not imagine. He must be a magician.

When the library door opened, Jenny hoped it was the butler for she had a few more questions for him. She had nearly decided to recommend to him that someone embark on a trip around the earl’s vast holdings to get some understanding of how such a mess could have occurred.

Instead of Mr. Binkley, however, a woman she’d never seen before entered the room. By the style of her gown, Jenny could see she was not a servant. By the color of it, unwavering black, she could be only one person.

“Your ladyship,” Jenny said, standing and bowing her head briefly.

“Do you know me?” The woman’s voice betrayed the slightest of French accents. Obviously, she had as perfect a command of English as her native tongue.

“No, my lady. I assume you are Lady Tobias Devere.”

Of medium height and slightly plump, the blonde-haired woman was dressed in an elegant black brocade gown and carried a crumpled handkerchief, which she seemed to be passing from hand to hand.

“I am. You’ve met my children, I understand.”

“They are charming. My sister will be attending them shortly.”

Lady Devere smiled, perhaps at the thought of her children.

“Miss Blackwood is excellent with them. Their French is much improved. My family’s home is in Nice, and when Alice is another year older, I intend to take them both there for an extended stay.”

Jenny nodded. She had nothing to contribute to the notion of such a wonderful journey, having never set foot off of the British Isles.

Then she glanced at the much-worn handkerchief and considered what it represented.

“I am very sorry for your loss.”

Maude Devere looked down at the ground. “Thank you. I know people think I’m silly for my grief. After all, according to Lord Lindsey’s account, my Tobias has been deceased for over two years, but for me, it is as if it has only just happened.”

“I am sure it is very difficult. Also, to lose your home.” Jenny would like to know why the widow was left penniless and to whom she’d sold Jonling Hall.

The woman eyed Jenny, who confessed, “We, too, had to leave our home in London because of my father’s death. It has been an adjustment.”

Without commenting on Jenny’s family’s fate, Lady Devere walked toward the library windows, overlooking the back of the estate.

“The children and I were lucky that the earl’s staff took us in without his being in residence.”

Jenny considered that. It was, in truth, quite remarkable that Lord Lindsey’s staff should take it upon themselves to open his home without his permission. It testified to the closeness of the cousins, she supposed.

What would happen when Simon regained his faculties and took control of the earldom and the estate? Would he allow his cousin’s widow to remain until she left for France? It would certainly raise eyebrows in certain circles.

Maude Devere spoke again. “My husband was content to stay here in Sheffield and handle whatever his uncle needed. I am not sure that his contribution was fully appreciated.” She sniffed and dabbed at her eyes.

“It seems,” Jenny said gently, “perhaps poor planning that both cousins should go away at the same time, leaving the aging earl alone.”

“I doubt that my husband would have gone, but he felt it his duty to fight beside the heir.” A note of bitterness had crept into her voice.

Was that why they both went? Perhaps the old earl, himself, had sent Tobias to guard his only son. Certainly, neither of the men could have foreseen the Earl of Lindsey dying while they were away.

“Yet, if something had befallen both men …”

Apparently, Jenny had overstepped her place, for Maude visibly bristled. “My son was here, in case both men did not return.”

“Yes, my lady, but I didn’t mean because of an heir. I meant the necessity of having someone run the Devere estate.”

The woman made a noise that was incomprehensible and very Gallic before saying, “There was always my husband’s father, the old earl’s brother.”

“Oh?” This was the first Jenny had heard of such a person.

Then Maude seemed to think better of her words. “I do not believe my father-in-law has any involvement in anything here at Belton, not since the current earl returned to his rightful place.”

Jenny’s ears perked up. “Do you mean your father-in-law was here during the time that your husband and the earl were away?”

“Yes, of course. When the former Lord Lindsey fell sick, his brother came at once. Why, it was my father-in-law’s suggestion that I move with my children into this house. After all, he could see that Jonling Hall was simply a terrible drain on my resources.”

“The earl’s brother suggested you sell?”

Maude stiffened. “Yes.”

“If your husband had returned, wouldn’t he have been upset at the loss of his home?”

Jenny realized she might have overstepped her bounds. The lady confirmed it by lifting her chin and offering Jenny a withering glare.

“I’m keeping you from your work,” Maude said, ignoring the question, and emphasizing the difference in their stations. “I intended only to meet you since you have already spent time with Peter and Alice. Normally, I interview personally each of their tutors.”

Jenny refrained from asking if Maude found her acceptable to be around her children. She merely bowed her head once more and raised it to see the retreating form of Lady Tobias Devere.

She couldn’t help but wonder if the woman’s father-in-law had purchased Jonling Hall to keep it in the family. Yet, why wouldn’t that have been in the records? And if he had, why wouldn’t he have let his daughter-in-law and his grandchildren stay in their home?

No, Jenny decided she must be surmising incorrectly.

Another two hours passed, the teapot that had been brought to her stood empty, and Jenny decided to stretch her legs and perhaps visit her sister, who would be assisting the children in the blue parlor.

As she began to wander the hallways of Belton, though, Jenny couldn’t pretend that she was going anywhere other than to the earl’s chamber. Since the moment she’d arrived that morning, all she had wanted was to see him, to speak with him again, and to make sure he was well.

As she approached his chamber, this time, it was quiet. Was he sleeping peacefully or wide awake, staring alone into the darkness?

She nearly turned tail and fled, but at the last moment, tapped on the door.
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Simon had been listening for hours, waiting, beginning to think the female demon had been a dream after all, when he thought he heard footsteps. Indeed, he prayed he had.

The light knock on his door nearly had him jumping from his chair. But sudden movement sometimes caused him to awaken. He remembered that and froze, recalling vividly the time he dismounted from an enjoyable ride on Breton only to find his horse gone and his liberty once more curtailed by the confines of the dreaded cell.

“Enter,” he said. Nothing happened. Was it the unknown woman? Had she heard him? Had he imagined her entirely? Most likely he had, for a stranger’s existence in his home was entirely improbable.

Then the door opened. He held his breath, knowing by the cautious, slow movement that it was not Binkley.

A face appeared in the dimness of his room, and then the rest of her.

He felt like smiling. To think that his own private apparition had returned.

“Good day, my lord.”

“Good day, phantom beauty.”

Simon watched her falter. “No, don’t hesitate. Come in,” he told her. “Come closer so I can see you.”

She did as he asked, but still, he couldn’t see her well. All at once, the darkness of his room irked him instead of comforting him as it had done.

“Is it daytime?”

“Yes.” Her voice was as soft and gentle as he recalled.

“Open the drapes,” he said.

She didn’t move.

“Why do you hesitate? When you open them, will I see the jungle?” He hoped his voice didn’t betray the fear he felt at that prospect.

“No, my lord. You are in Sheffield and there is no jungle. But I am not a servant and am not used to being spoken to in such fashion.”

“I see.”

He thought about that. Why was a woman wandering around his home if not a servant?

“Please open the drapes.”

“Certainly.” She brushed past him, and he smelled the same scent as before.

He’d forgotten about it, but there it was, crisp and fresh, like lemons and white flowers. He liked it even more than the Pears soap he was going through like fire through dry kindling ever since his return. To be clean, to smell good, two luxuries he’d thought never to experience again. Because of this, he bathed more often than he ever had before.

As the woman drew open the drapes on the window directly next to him, it was as if she’d lit a hundred candles. The sunlight streamed into his room. Fear shot through him for a second, causing his heart to race.

Gripping the chair’s arms, he held his breath, fighting not to scream, aware of the sudden clamminess of his own skin and the sweat that trickled down his back, dampening his shirt.

“My lord,” she said, sounding concerned.

She was able to see his distress. He should feel humiliated but didn’t. There were too many other emotions for him to contend with, including annoyance for he still couldn’t make out her features. She was now entirely backlit by the bright light, which turned her hair into a shining halo.

“Are you well?” she asked, stepping toward him.

He couldn’t speak to her. Couldn’t reassure her. He just needed a moment. Shaking his head, hoping he was imparting his need to get his bearings, he closed his eyes. That only made things worse. What if he opened them and he was in his cell? What if she disappeared?

Tears sprung to his eyes. He was trapped. Too afraid to reopen his eyes.

What if? What if?

Simon heard himself scream before he realized he was doing so. It felt good. He yelled and there were no reprisals though he thought he heard the woman gasp. He screamed over and over. No one ran him through with a saber however. He was alive.

Yes, he was alive and screaming, and too afraid to open his own goddamn eyes.

“What is going on here?”
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Chapter Six


Binkley!

Simon knew he was home if Binkley was there. Instantly, he opened his eyes. There was his butler, whom he’d known most of his life. There was his room, lit by the warm sun that made a pattern of crosses on his carpet from the window’s many panes and glazing. There was the woman, her hand over her mouth in distress, her eyes open wide and afraid.

“I’m sorry,” he said to her immediately, and he was. He had never been the kind of man who would frighten a member of the fairer sex. He’d been extremely fond of one and bedded a few, but never had he scared a woman.

Still, she said nothing.

“Stand over … please stand over there,” he gestured to the other side of his chair, “in order that I may see you better.”

Lowering her hand, she did as he asked. Her face was pale, making her lips appear quite red. And she had the most entrancing eyes he’d ever seen. Dark lashes, rich coffee-colored eyes that reminded him of his favorite horse when growing up, and they were beautifully large. Intelligent eyes in a pretty face. Currently those eyes were scrutinizing his own appearance, and briefly, with ridiculous vanity, he hoped she liked what she saw.

He nearly laughed, for how could she find him appealing when he’d just been screaming like a madman?

“I’m fine, Binkley,” Simon told his butler. “I’m sorry to say that I ordered this lady to open my drapes, and the results were a tad abrupt.”

“She should not be in here,” Binkley asserted.

“I invited her.” Why shouldn’t she? he wondered. This was his house. He could entertain in it whomever he wished. And right then, he wanted to talk to her. Alone.

“I will call you if I need you,” he told his butler.

“She has duties to which she must attend,” Binkley argued.

He looked at the woman again. “You said you weren’t a servant.”

“I’m not, my lord.”

“She is a bookkeeper, my lord.”

“Is she?” He was correct. Those were intelligent eyes staring back at him.

“She will be along soon enough, Binkley.”

His butler nodded to him, glanced at the woman, whom Simon realized, now that he could see her clearly, was younger than her voice, manner, and disposition indicated, perhaps barely out of her teens. Then Binkley left and they were alone.

“Have you come to Belton to look over the accounts?”

“Yes, my lord.”

A flash of rage shot through him. Toby should be handling the ledgers. Toby, who had been murdered with utter disregard for his life or his family awaiting him. The quite awful truth was that his cousin’s life had been wasted. The man never should have gone to battle. Better he had remained at home in his study, hunched over the numbers. Certainly, he never should have been in that infernal cell!

Simon pushed the impinging dark thoughts out of his mind. They would return later, he was certain. Meanwhile, he concentrated on tamping down his futile anger. The girl certainly hadn’t earned it.

“What is your name?” he demanded, not caring if he sounded rude. He’d gone past caring about niceties. After all, she’d heard the uncivilized wounded animal that lurked inside of him.

“Jenny,” she offered at once.

“Jenny! Sounds like a housemaid’s name.”

She seemed to take no offense. Rather, a puzzled expression crossed her pleasant face.

“How can a name sound like a servant’s? That’s ridiculous.”

She had called him ridiculous.

“I don’t think so,” Simon said. “How many Betsys do you know in high society? None, I’d warrant. Elizabeths all. Perhaps if you’d said ‘Guinevere.’”

“Pish! What if I were standing in the middle of the Strand and about to be hit by a carriage.”

It was his turn to feel puzzled.

“Why on earth would you do that? Are you simpleminded?”

She shook her head. “Of course not.”

If not simpleminded, then maybe merely illogical? “Then what are you asking me? If you are going to stand in the middle of a busy street, you deserve to be hit whether your name is Jenny or Guinevere.”

“I wouldn’t actually do it, of course. Besides, that’s not my point.”

Simon felt the urge to scream again. Normally, he gave in and did so. Instead, he kept his tone level and said, “There is no point.”

“There is. If you were to yell out to me, ‘Guinevere, take care,’ why, I would be dead before you got to the third syllable of my name. But if you yelled ‘Jenny,’ I might have a chance.”

Her meaning, though she’d taken a roundabout way to get there, came clear to him and lightened the moment. In fact, he had the strangest urge to smile.

“I see. In that instance, I might say ‘Jen.’”

She paused and considered him. Then she smiled, and her face went from interestingly pretty to breathtakingly lovely. A surge of desire shot straight through him, completely taking him off guard. It had been a long time since his body had had a reason to come to life in such a manner. It felt damn good.

“In that instance,” she continued, “I hope, my lord, that you would take liberties with my person and push me out of the way in order to save me.”

They stared at one another for a long moment, her words in the air between them, and in his mind, at least, the idea of her person.

“Indeed,” Simon said, unable to stop himself from taking the briefest of glances down the front of her blue gown to her feet that were hidden under her skirts. She was certainly shapely, lithe yet curvaceous, completely to his liking, and utterly off limits. At least for the moment.

As his gaze returned to her face, it skimmed over her décolletage noting the generous swell of her bosom and the mysterious valley between. Yes, his body was definitely awake.

“I might take liberties with your person,” he agreed, “but what if I were to perish in your place under the horse’s hooves.”

They stared at one another for an even longer moment. Her cheeks were decidedly pink. What was she thinking? Was she still dwelling on his impolite assessment of her person?

She took a step back and broke the tension that had been created so swiftly.

Hands clasped before her, she said, “I would be extremely grateful and attend your funeral.”

At her words, he not only smiled, Simon began to laugh. He laughed harder than he thought possible. He laughed until tears streamed down his cheeks, and then he sobbed and, quite surprisingly, he felt her put her arms around him.

For a moment, he froze at the entirely unexpected and strange sensation of being held and comforted.

Burying his face in the soft place of her neck, which held her appealing fragrance even more strongly, Simon cried in a way he hadn’t done since he was a child. He didn’t feel embarrassed. He didn’t feel anything except intense sadness. Then, as the tears flowed and the minutes passed, he started to feel a little relief.

Yes, relief, as if he’d held something terrible deep inside, which he had now released.

He also felt bloody exhausted by the entire exchange. Lifting his head, he wiped the column of her neck with his shirt sleeve before she had a chance to straighten up. Then the urge to sleep hit him, precisely the way he thought it would feel being knocked in the street by those imaginary horses Jenny had mentioned.

He wanted to lie down and close his eyes. How insane! Wanting to do what he’d fought against all these weeks. He should accept his fate—sleep and let the nightmares come.

Watching as she rubbed a hand over the small of her back and then gently kneaded her own neck, Simon thought how kind of her to lean over him as she had for so long simply to comfort him.

“I’m going to lie down,” he told her and, feeling rather like a child, he rose from his chair, crossed the room, and climbed onto his long-neglected bed.

Lying flat on his back, Simon glanced at the familiar canopy above him. He didn’t ask her to leave. He wasn’t sure whether he wanted her to go and let him save face for his humiliating behavior, for which strangely he didn’t feel humiliated at all, or if he wanted her to stay and sit close by.

Yes, he did know! He realized he wanted her to watch over him while he slept, but he wouldn’t ask that. Couldn’t ask that.

To his amazement, this Jenny person, this bookkeeper, said nothing about his emotional demonstration. Instead, she reached for the large blanket folded on the chest at the end of his bed. Silently, she lay it across his prone form and unfolded it, pulling half of it down toward his bare feet, actually tucking the blanket around them, before pulling the other half up to his chest, smoothing it over him without making eye contact.

She was gracious in her caring, making sure to cause him no discomfort or embarrassment.

Simon could study her closely without her looking at him. It was an amazingly intimate moment, yet lacking any sensuality. He liked looking at her calm and lovely face, liked seeing her hair slightly mussed because she had let him grab onto her for support.

Yawning broadly, Simon closed his eyes, then felt her tuck the blanket up under his chin. He smiled again, and his face muscles felt strained with lack of use.

Jenny was caring for him as if she actually cared about him.

That was his last thought as he drifted off into a deep slumber.
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Unsure what to do after his lordship went to sleep, Jenny spent a few moments simply staring at his face, now peaceful. Naturally, he looked younger without the frown lines and the tight, compressed lips. He looked more like the very young man from the Christmas parties of her youth. His chest rose evenly and he seemed entirely calm. Lord Devere looked positively appealing in every way. Now Lord Lindsey, she reminded herself. An earl.

Recalling how his eyes had sparkled when he’d looked her up and down—rather insolently, though perhaps an earl could not be deemed insolent—and thinking how his lordship appeared a little surprised by his own reaction, she felt no insult. Only curiosity.

This strange man had found her attractive, she was certain of it, and that pleased her right down to her toes.

What’s more, she could finally look her fill of him without embarrassment. He was fine-looking indeed, even more than she’d believed when telling Maggie of the shadowy figure she’d encountered. Tall, though at present too slender for his height, his shoulders were broad and once he gained some weight, she was sure he’d cut a grand figure. His hair was not simply brown, it was richly umber, and she had felt its silky softness for herself when she’d held him against her. His eyes were a dark, blue-gray color that seemed endlessly deep, though it saddened her to think what painful memories were lurking in their depths.

After another minute of simply watching him breathing peacefully, Jenny backed slowly and silently away until she was standing by the door. She couldn’t imagine he would appreciate having her looming over him or even sitting in attendance, a veritable stranger, when he awakened. With that in mind, she tiptoed from his room.

Despite what he’d professed about sleeping, he seemed like a man in desperate need of a long, uninterrupted slumber.

Finally, she was on the other side of the closed door, and she rested her back against it, closing her own eyes and considering the emotional encounter with his lordship. Lord Despair indeed! She would examine her own feelings about holding a crying stranger, a male one at that, later that evening. At that moment, she wanted to get back to the library in case Mr. Binkley came looking for her again.
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“Why won’t you tell me what happened yesterday?” Maggie asked, following Jenny into their mother’s room after breakfast. Even though Ned now knew about her bookkeeping services, she had no wish to share the parlor with him. Better to remain at her makeshift work area. Henry had brought home another client’s ledgers whilst she was away the day before.

Jenny supposed she should tell him to stop soliciting other clients until she finished with the earl’s accounts.

“I told you. I don’t wish to gossip about his lordship. I’ve confided in you about Lady Devere. Wasn’t she strange and interesting enough?”

“I don’t care about Lady Devere. I speak with her nearly every time I go to the manor. She is lonely and bored, and so she comes to speak French with me.”

“Thank goodness she didn’t do that with me,” Jenny said. The very idea of speaking French with someone whose native tongue it was terrified her.

Maggie sat on the edge of the bed and crossed her arms. “Stop switching the topic.”

“The topic is officially switched. Do you have any idea when Ned is leaving? I mean, what on earth is he doing here?”

Maggie stared at her. “Don’t you know?”

Jenny feared she did but was afraid to think about it.

Her sister tossed herself back onto their mother’s bed, her legs remaining hanging over and her feet nearly on the floor. “You could have quite an easy life.”

“Whatever do you mean?” Jenny asked.

“As Mrs. Ned Darrow, mistress of the house in Dumfries.”

Jenny groaned and heard Maggie’s soft laughter.

“You could, you know. The Darrow family has a small house in London as well.”

“Do not even think such thoughts,” Jenny told her.

Maggie was silent for a few minutes while Jenny worked.

“I feel terribly guilty,” she said at last.

Jenny frowned. “Whatever for?”

Maggie didn’t answer immediately. “When Father died, I was angry with him.”

“I was, too, a little,” Jenny confessed. “He should have had his affairs in order long before. He should have considered Mummy and the three of us. Don’t feel guilty about your anger.”

“It’s not simply that. I thought of myself more than anything. I had started my first season, and then I realized I would have no more. However, Eleanor may never get to experience even one ball. And even one is glorious.”

“I would say that one is the perfect number,” Jenny considered. “After you get to forty balls in a season, especially on top of the drawing room teas and the early rides and the breakfasts with other eligibles, and the picnics and the boating parties, and the cricket matches at Lord’s. Good God, it all seemed like more of a chore than anything.”

“Be that as it may, you and I both experienced it. Eleanor may never do so. Yet, I didn’t think of her or you. Only myself. And I should have thought mostly of you, who not only made it through your first season but secured a husband during your second one. And then lost him through no fault of your own. I never even considered that your heart might be bruised.”

Jenny shrugged. “Dearest sister, do not for a moment worry over my heart. Not where Lord Alder was concerned. Nor do I regret not finishing my second season. I shudder at the thought of a third.”

“But a husband—”

“There is always Ned,” Jenny quipped, and they both laughed.

When Maggie left her to finish her work in peace, Jenny pondered her sister’s morose words. Maggie might never get to finish an entire season. Eleanor might never have one at all. No, it was unthinkable! That her lovely sisters would languish in the country and not find suitable husbands.

Burying herself in the numbers, Jenny resolved as never before that she would earn enough for both her sisters to go to London. Come hell or high water!

A terrible outcry brought her out of the ledgers sometime later.

Even though she knew at once it was either Eleanor or Maisie, still, her thoughts flew to Simon Devere. How her heart grieved for the man. By all accounts before leaving for battle, he was well-liked, dutiful, intelligent, and helpful to all those around him. No one had doubted he would take over his father’s estate with a capable hand.

And now?

Rubbing the crick in the back of her neck, Jenny raced down the stairs and found the house empty. Hearing noise from the back, she ran to the terrace and saw that her family were gathered at the paddock.

Thunder!

Sure enough, the horse had nipped Maisie’s arm when the girl had not heeded warnings over Thunder’s current unpredictable and surly temperament.

Maggie held a cloth over Maisie’s forearm, while Anne instructed George, the stable boy, to fetch the local doctor. Ned strode back and forth talking about shooting Thunder between the eyes, causing Eleanor to sob uncontrollably, for she loved all creatures, except, inexplicably, hedgehogs.

Jenny rolled her eyes at the drama unfolding.

“Everyone, let’s go inside and have Cook put the kettle on. Maisie, I think Cook said last night there would be a cream and strawberry sponge with our meal today.”

Jenny particularly remembered that, for she thought of the expense of an extra dessert.

Mention of the sweet treat worked a miracle. Eleanor and Maisie brightened up and stopped their tears. Before long, everyone was sipping tea in the parlor and awaiting the doctor. At his arrival, he proclaimed the young lady would have no scar since Thunder had barely broken the skin. Though there had been a scrape of blood, it was merely a bruise that Maisie would have to bear for a week or more.

Ned, though, was not satisfied. Looking squarely at George, their cousin’s face was red with anger. The rest of them waited in silence while Ned gave the lad a stern talking to, as if the boy were responsible for Thunder or could do anything about the horse’s attitude. Though none of the ladies agreed, they couldn’t gainsay him in front of the servants.

As soon as the doctor left, Cook put a thin layer of arnica infusion on Maisie’s arm and said there would be only the slightest bruising of the skin at all.

“Certainly not for a week!” she muttered.

“I still think we should put that animal down,” Ned proclaimed. From day one of his visit, as soon as the first warning had been issued about Thunder, their cousin had expressed this opinion.

“Absolutely not,” Anne said, and Jenny was glad of it. She didn’t want to usurp her mother’s authority, but no one was shooting their horse.

“My brother is terrified of horses,” Maisie blurted into the thick atmosphere of uneasiness that had clouded the room.

“Maisie,” Ned snapped at his sister. “Of course I’m not! Anyone should be careful of such a brute, and you had better heed Lady Blackwood this time and stay clear. Terrified of horses,” he repeated as if it were preposterous. Then he sat down and quietly drank his tea.

“Don’t worry,” Jenny told George, who looked a little ill after Ned’s dressing down. “Everything is fine. Why don’t you go check on the horses? I’m sure they all need a bit of soothing.”

Anne looked at Maisie. “You may ride Lucy, and you may pet and even feed the old Bay, but you must stay clear of Thunder.”

“Yes, Auntie,” Maisie agreed, though everyone knew it wasn’t the first time she’d been told.

“I wonder if we can get someone to look at Thunder’s leg,” Jenny mused. “We should have asked the doctor while he was here.”

Maggie chuckled. “He seemed rather full of himself for a country doctor. Somehow, I don’t think he would have appreciated being turned into a veterinarian.”

They all laughed.

Jenny glanced at the clock on the mantle. Were the hands deliberately moving more slowly today? Restlessly, she got up and went into the kitchen to see how long before they were served the midday meal. She wanted to get to the manor. She had a few more figures to look at in the ledgers. However, she was honest enough to acknowledge it was not only the Belton accounts that fascinated her. She fervently hoped there would be an opportunity for another encounter with the earl.
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Chapter Seven


Jenny was sequestered as she had been the day before in the library on what was probably her last day, taking notes, recording irregularities, and writing a summary for the butler. Of all people to be receiving the master report of the estate’s accounts!

When she heard footsteps go past the door that she’d purposefully left ajar, she knew it must be him and hurried to catch up.

Spying the hurrying form of the very man with whom she wished to speak, she called out to him.

“Mr. Binkley, a word if you have a moment.”

He stopped and turned.

“Could I speak with you in the library?”

He hesitated, then nodded, walking back to her and gesturing for her to precede him into the room.

“What may I help you with, Miss Blackwood? More tea?”

“No, nothing like that. I know I’ve been a pest about this, but I am only thinking of the good of the Belton estate and the many people who live here and work for the earl. I wish to know if there is someone who can act as overseer until … until Lord Lindsey is able.”

The butler narrowed his eyes.

“Why do you ask?”

“It is unusual for no one to be at the helm,” Jenny began.

“Do you have a great deal of experience in running large estates?”

“I understand your point, Mr. Binkley. Though my father was only a baron, I believe I possess the common knowledge that landed nobility do not usually do their own bookkeeping.”

“You refer to Sir Devere.”

“Yes,” Jenny confirmed. “Also, when you were telling me who was making notes in the ledgers, you failed to mention the other Lord Devere.”

The butler appeared startled. “How did you learn of him?”

“Lady Devere paid me a visit and told me her father-in-law stayed here when her husband and the heir were away.”

“I see.”

When Mr. Binkley said nothing else, Jenny wanted to sigh with exasperation. What was going on here?

“The former earl’s younger brother came to Belton upon his death to help run the estate? Have I got that correct?”

“No, that would be precisely not correct. Lord James Devere, the earl’s brother, came before his brother died. They sat together for many hours. However, the earl did not make any changes in his will or change allowances or even appoint his brother as a proxy. There is nothing disreputable for you to find if that is what you’re alluding to.”

His having said that made her think that there certainly was something for her to discover, perhaps not exactly dishonest but not standard practice either.

“If Simon Devere had been killed alongside his cousin,” Jenny persisted, “would the old earl’s brother have taken over?”

“I fail to see what that has to do with anything.” Mr. Binkley’s expression was sour. “Fortunately, the heir is alive.”

“It is unconscionable that the housekeeper should be made to think of the estate’s ledgers, is it not? Was the groom called in as well to make his mark upon the books?”

Mr. Binkley clearly did not appreciate her sarcasm. His face clouded over, and she wondered if he would simply throw her out. Without paying her.

“I apologize,” Jenny said quickly. After all, it wasn’t his fault. “I fear that due to my own situation, with my father dying and leaving my mother in a perilous financial situation, I have little tolerance for poor judgment, especially on the grand scale of an earldom, with countless others’ livelihoods at stake. Including your own,” she added.

He glanced around, as if thinking about his situation.

Taking a deep breath, she tried again. “There is another person’s neat handwriting, beginning not long after Lady Devere moved in. Did she also make entries?”

“Of course not,” Mr. Binkley answered.

“Then who?”

“Master Dolbert,” the words were said through clenched teeth.

Jenny frowned. Dolbert? Dolbert? Where had she heard that name? Then she recalled the children. Master Cheeseface!

“The math tutor?”

Mr. Binkley nodded.

Well, she supposed, at least that was better than the groom.

By coincidence, she’d arrived at the same time as the tutor that morning, and they’d met at the side door. Unable to recall his real name, she’d nodded and smiled. The man was unremarkable except for a face pockmarked from some childhood illness. Moreover, he was utterly unsmiling in return.

It was that last trait, appearing to have a miserable outlook, that caused Jenny to immediately dismiss him as a suitor for Maggie. Pity. To have found a husband for her right there in Sheffield would have been handy and taken a weight off her shoulders. Though Maggie would most likely not have looked kindly on a tutor as her mate in any case.

“You gave Master Dolbert the amounts to enter?”

“He was given the receipts directly to enter and then the deposits were sent to London.”

Jenny didn’t say a word. In fact, she bit her tongue. Yet how positively simple it would be for the man to record incorrect amounts and keep some of the income for himself. Especially a man good with numbers.

“Most of the income goes directly into the Devere bank account in London,” she pointed out. “Why would some receipts come here?”

“Only the local agricultural revenues come here to pay for small daily household expenses.”

She would ask the butler one last time about what alarmed her. “If both of the young Deveres had not returned, then who would be in charge?”

“The earl returned, Miss, so there is no reason to—”

“To worry. Yes, I know. You’ve said that.” This was getting her nowhere. “Very well, Mr. Binkley. I suppose it would be helpful if the earl could actually leave his room and tour his estates as he used to.”

“In time, yes,” was his grudging answer.

“In time, and not too long from now either, the earl’s coffers will be empty since the revenues are, in fact, dwindling.”

Mr. Binkley nodded. “Yes, I am aware of that. Hence, my hiring you.”

“There is little else I can do here,” Jenny admitted. “I cannot make the money reappear, but I can tell you—I can show you if you care to look—precisely when things started to go awry. I can even pinpoint which holdings are not giving the earl his due. Are you the one to whom I should show these figures?”

Now the admiral looked out of his element, his face quite grim.

“If you can summarize your latest findings, that will do. For now, anyway. I have other duties to which I must attend at present.”

He hurried out of the room as if afraid of looking at the numbers. That didn’t surprise her. Many people felt that way when faced with detailed accounting.

Should she go see the earl? In his current state, could he handle information about his financial affairs? She recalled that Mr. Binkley said Lord Lindsey had no head for numbers. Unfortunately, at present, he didn’t seem to have a head for much of anything. Could she help him? She was determined to try.

If his strength was interacting with the people in his employ and in the village and at other estate holdings, then that was what he should be doing. At the very least.
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Blotting the last page of her notes, Jenny stood. There was no excuse to go roaming the manor, not to see Maggie, who had probably left already, nor to see the children, whom she’d met only once. She didn’t need any refreshments as she’d already had enough tea to float the royal barge.

In fact, she really ought to be heading home. Instead, she was soon passing from one wing to the next and walking along the corridor toward Simon Devere’s chamber, with no viable reason she could give anyone if she were caught. She would have to admit that she was going to see Lord Lindsey even though this time, he had not invited her.

To her amazement, the earl’s door was ajar. Still, she tapped on it. Instantly, she heard his voice.

“Enter.”

Why did the timber of this man’s voice cause something inside her to stir?

Pushing the door open, Jenny was surprised to see him standing and looking as if he were in mid-pace. One of the drapes was drawn partially open and enough light was streaming in that she could see him easily. Clean-shaven, hair brushed back, and wearing more formal attire than she’d previously seen. He had on a natty waistcoat over a starched white shirt. The collar was pinned in place, too.

“Good day, Guinevere,” he said. “Have you been standing in the middle of any streets lately?”

Caught off guard by his humor, she laughed.

“No, my lord. Nor have any horses tried to run me over.” That brought to mind Thunder. Hadn’t Binkley told her that the earl was quite skilled with equines and their ways?

“My lord, I have a horse problem.”

“Indeed? Tell me all about it.”

His tone indicated that he was taking her quite seriously.

“If you were walking, my lord, may I suggest we continue to do so, since I have been sitting in your library for quite some time today.”

“Certainly.” Simon glanced out the window. “The weather is fine, it appears.”

Would he go outside with her? Was he indicating such a thing?

“It is, my lord.”

However, he only sighed deeply, causing her heart to ache on his behalf.

“If we open both those doors,” he pointed to the doors on either side of his bed that led to the next chamber, “we can make a circuitous path of the two rooms.”

“Let’s do that,” she agreed, wondering if and when he would leave his suite for the broader world outside. Or even for rooms beyond his chamber.

They walked from one room to the next in silence at first. She took in the space she had not seen before. A dressing room as well as a private office. It looked unused. Not a stitch of clothing showing from the wardrobe, nor a piece of paper on the expansive desk. Still, it was a beautiful area, with a thick rug under foot and lovely wallpaper.

“I prefer my bedchamber,” he said, watching her.

“That seems odd, my lord, for a man who doesn’t wish to sleep.”

He nodded. “True enough. However, it is the scent.”

Jenny couldn’t help herself, she sniffed and sniffed again. The faint smell of wood polish was the only aroma she could detect. The earl stood to the side and let her pass through the doorway first, back into his bedroom. She sniffed again. In this room, there was no detectable scent at all.

She looked at him questioningly.

“I believe it is the beeswax. The aroma assaults me in the antechamber.”

“Shall we not make the circuit, my lord?”

“It is fine, as long as I am walking through. I just don’t like remaining in there.”

She brushed aside any unkind thoughts about his strangeness and continued to walk with him.

“First, tell me about your horse troubles, and then, if you will, I would like to hear about the estate ledgers.”

She had a momentary flash of guilt. Was she betraying Mr. Binkley? Then she realized the nonsense of such a feeling, for ultimately, every sum she added or subtracted was done on this man’s behalf.

“When my family was moving up from London, one of our horses was injured. The leg seems to have healed, but Thunder is now skittish and ill-tempered as he never was before.”

The earl frowned. “Have you had a vet look at the leg?”

“I’m afraid it seemed too costly an expense when it first happened.”

“And now?”

“Now, I believe I have the funds, but, as I said, the leg seems to have mended nicely, according to our stable boy.”

“Your stable boy?”

“Yes, George. His mother is our cook. We brought them both from London with us.”

“And what are his qualifications to tend horses?”

Jenny considered. “He doesn’t mind shoveling their excrement, my lord.”

He barked out a quick laugh at her remark, a sound that seemed to surprise him as much as it did her.

Then with a slight smile, he told her, “Horses deserve a knowledgeable caregiver. They are complicated, intelligent beings.”

“Like people, my lord?”

“I will not go as far as to say they are like people, but horses do develop damaged psyches, and then they need help. I’ve seen it happen before. What’s more, they can be helped to return to their normal condition, be it ill-tempered or sweet.”

“And thus, exactly like people.”

He stared at her. “God, I hope so, Guinevere.”

And just like that, Jenny knew they were speaking of him now, and his devastated mental state. She nearly touched his arm to express her sympathy but restrained herself from making such a forward gesture.

Instead, she focused on his twice-made error. “Why do you call me Guinevere?”

“Because it is your name.”

She smiled, recalling their conversation from a previous day. “No, it is not.”

“I understand you prefer ‘Jenny.’ What with your fear of being run over and all that.”

She quite liked his sense of humor. “Whether I’m in the center of a street or not, my lord, still, Guinevere is not my name.”

He stopped walking and frowned down at her. “You said it was.”

“No, you said better it should be Guinevere than Jenny. Something about ballrooms, I think. As if no gentleman would write his name on my dance card if I were Jenny, or was it Betsy? I’ll have you know that no less than a viscount not only danced with me last season, he proposed.”

The earl’s eyebrows shot up.

“Why do you look surprised?” she asked.

Suddenly, she felt her cheeks grow warm. Perhaps the earl did not like her looks after all, which she’d been told were quite regular and symmetrical, and hence considered attractive. Certainly no one had ever called her a phantom beauty before, but still, she’d hoped—

“I am not surprised that you received a proposal, only that your viscount allows you to be alone with another bachelor, namely me. Not to mention the broadness of mind to let you practice the profession of bookkeeping.”

A breeze of relief seemed to blow over her. Lord Lindsey didn’t think it beyond the pale that she had received a proposal. He merely questioned her actions were she an engaged woman.

Still, she had to correct him. “I do not answer to anyone regarding my actions. And Lord Alder is no longer my viscount.”

“You turned him down, then. Quite the correct thing for you to do. An intelligent, lovely girl like yourself should hold out for a duke, if not a prince.”

Now it was her turn to laugh wholeheartedly, and she did.

“Oh, my lord. Perhaps we need to fully open the curtain. I do not believe I am a catch for a duke or a prince. Indeed, I was grateful for the interest of Lord Alder. Even a courtesy baron or a baronet would do.”

“Nonsense!” he muttered. “A baronet indeed!”

And she found herself the object of his scrutiny once more.

“Thick shiny hair, the color of a dark chestnut mane. No balding patches?”

“No, my lord.” She nearly choked at the idea as she lifted a hand to her head.

“Eyes that can hold a man in their sparkling depths. I assume they don’t cross regularly?

Jenny began to smile. “No, my lord.”

“A sweet mouth with straight teeth and soft-looking lips of a healthy pinkish hue. Do you spit often, drool, or lisp?”

“No, my lord.”

“A slim, fair-skinned neck. Prone to warts?”

“No, my lord, no warts.” The very idea!

His gaze dropped lower, and her breath caught in her throat. As previously, he regarded her figure frankly, and she felt the heat creep into her cheeks.

“A pleasing physique with the right amount of curvature. Any unsightly bulges of fat hidden beneath your gown?”

She coughed, and when she answered, her voice was a whisper. “No, my lord.”

“Thick ankles then?”

She shook her head, not speaking, but simply waiting for his inspection to end.

“Are your feet the size of tree branches? Go ahead, show me the ankles and the feet.”

Without hesitation, she lifted her skirts a few inches.

Simon Devere examined her boots and her slender ankles. His brown hair fell forward as he did. The utter impropriety of her standing in the earl’s chamber while holding her gown and undergarments up struck her all at once, and she released them.

His gaze caught hers for a moment, and then he started to walk again.

“Well then, as I said, you were too good for the viscount. With or without more light, I believe I see your assets quite well. You are lacking in none of them.”

Goodness! Jenny hurried to catch up with him and continue their promenade.

How unbelievably awkward. What’s more, she felt as if she should reciprocate and tell him what a fine figure of a man he was, but that was entirely out of the question. All she could do was thank him for his outrageous listing of her attributes since he had ended with a compliment.

“Thank you, my lord,” she said into the silence.

“No need to thank me. Apparently, you don’t own a mirror,” he told her with mirth in his voice.

After another turn about the rooms, he asked, “Then what is your name?”

“Do you promise not to laugh?” She glanced at him, and he looked back at her with a gleam in his eyes.

“I do not promise. If I find something to laugh at, I assure you, I will do so.”

“Very well.” She paused. “My name is Genevieve.”

“That does not make me laugh.” He blinked at her. “Why would it?”

She sighed. “It is pretentious and long and foreign. What’s more, no one can ever spell it.”

“Hence ‘Jenny.’” His gaze roamed over her face, and she wondered what it was he thought he saw. Turning from him, she continued their stroll.

The aroma of polish seemed to permeate the air now that she was aware of it. Beeswax, strong and fusty. They didn’t speak again until they were back in his bedchamber.

“Jenny suits your no-nonsense, mathematical mind, I suppose.” He stopped. “I’m done walking around in here like a nag on a mill wheel.”

They stopped in the middle of his bedchamber, and Jenny considered again how shocking this situation truly was. The eyes of every member of the bon ton would be bulging, their eyebrows raised, their tongues waggling with the impropriety, certain of her ruin. She smiled, and Simon tilted his head.

“You are thinking something amusing, demon?”

“If I had not already lost the viscount over the downturn in my family’s financial condition, my being here … with you … would certainly have caused its swift expiry.”

Surprising her, the earl suddenly lifted his hand and stroked her cheek, then held her chin with his fingertips.

“Perhaps there’s another side of you that Genevieve suits perfectly. I, for one, like the way it rolls off my tongue.”
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Chapter Eight


“Genevieve.”

As he repeated her name, Jenny found herself staring at his mouth, which now fascinated her beyond anything else.

“Perhaps,” she murmured, unsure of what she was saying as her breath had suddenly caught.

For a moment, they stood frozen, his fingers upon her upturned chin, her heart pounding painfully.

She licked her lips and thought she saw something interesting flare behind his gray-blue eyes. If there was a demon in the room, it might be lurking within the earl.

Within her, however, she couldn’t deny there was definitely an answering spirit.

Was he leaning closer?

At last, she shook her head, dislodging his hand at the same time as she took a step back.

“I’ve had my last Season,” she insisted as if her real name belonged to the woman who graced the ballrooms of London. “I’m resigned to being Jenny.”

Walking to the window, she turned her face toward the warm sun. She needed to calm her emotions and regain her senses. Not usually prone to flights of fancy, being alone with a man—this man, who had a wildness about him at times, who didn’t seem to recall the boundaries of polite society—she was letting her imagination run amuck.

Certainly, he had not intended to kiss her.

“In fact, I’m proud of plain Jenny if it represents, as you say, my practical nature. I am slowly paying off my father’s debt and keeping my family from losing any more than we have already lost.”

“Admirable.” The earl sounded as though he meant it. “If you are doing well, then what troubles you?”

Startled by his words, Jenny turned to stare at him. “How do you know anything is troubling me, my lord?”

“I could hear it in your voice. And now I can see it in your eyes. I’m sure it has to do with more than an irritable horse. Is it your broken engagement? Did you have a written contract? I could have the bounder brought to heel, made to honor his proposal.”

“Oh.” Her mouth went dry. How peculiar he made her feel. Off balance from moment to moment. What’s more, inexplicably, she believed she could tell him anything and he would understand.

“No, my lord. It is not on account of Lord Alder. Besides, he broke only a verbal agreement, and I care not a jot about it. In truth, it is my sisters. I worry for their futures. We cannot have three spinster Blackwood sisters.”

To her amazement, Simon Devere laughed, sparking a flame of outrage inside her.

“I see nothing funny. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but my father was quite irresponsible in how he left his affairs.”

“Let me tell you then,” the earl said, sobering. “Your worries are for naught. I’ve seen one of your sisters, all those complicated-looking curls and dressed in a fetching trim waistcoat. Why, she sways her bustle even for old Binkley, and I believe he notices, too.”

Jenny couldn’t help but smile slightly at his description.

“That would be Margaret. When did you see my sister?”

Simon shrugged. “From this window, I’ve watched her arrive many times, though I don’t know why she was here. I’ve seen you, too, for that matter.”

She shivered, imagining his gaze upon her when she had no knowledge of him.

“What’s more, I’ve seen your sister stroll down this hallway, with Binkley sending her on her way.”

“I see.” Jenny was about to tell him that her sister came to tutor French when suddenly she had a brazen idea and spoke before thinking.

“Would you wish to offer for Margaret? That would remove at least one of my concerns, finding her a suitable husband. She speaks French like a native, plays the harpsichord, and would make any man, even an earl, a wonderful wife.”

As long as Simon didn’t mind a sometimes critically sharp tongue and a tendency to selfishness.

Simon’s face became expressionless, and she feared she had overstepped the boundaries of propriety with her half-serious jest. Moreover, she may have insulted him. After all, he was an earl, and Maggie, a mere baron’s daughter.

“No,” he said firmly, though with no hint of annoyance. “I would not suit as your sister’s husband. Or anyone’s.”

Jenny opened her mouth to protest, when he added, “I could, however, see my way clear to pay for your sister to have a Season.”

She blinked, opened her mouth, closed it again, and then shook her head in wonder. “That is … why, I cannot …”

She wanted to say she could not possibly accept such unthinkable generosity, yet how could she not? For Maggie’s sake. Maybe God was indeed answering her nightly prayers, working miracles through Simon Devere.

At her momentary speechlessness, the earl simply looked amused.

“Why would you do such a thing?” Jenny finally managed.

“Not quite the statement of gratitude I had imagined.” He sat in his chair and crossed his legs, looking entirely relaxed, as if he hadn’t just changed the course of her sister’s life.

This could mean a husband for Maggie and a completely different existence than the one Jenny had accepted as her own lot, that of a country spinster.

“I would do it because I can,” the earl said, “and because you seem quite nice. You’ve certainly been kind to me. It seems that your family has fallen on difficult times through no fault of your own. Moreover, you are trying to help yourself, not wallowing in your situation.”

All of that was quite true. What’s more, despite any appearance of impropriety in letting a stranger finance her sister’s Season, Jenny would not be an ungrateful fool.

“I accept your offer on behalf of the Blackwood family.” After all, it was not unheard of for a family patron to do such a thing. Was that what the earl now was?

“And you have a younger sister, do you not?” he asked.

“Yes, Eleanor.”

“A beauty in her own right, I’m sure.”

Jenny considered. “I hadn’t thought of her yet in that way, my lord, as she is not yet fifteen. However, yes, I suppose she will be.” She held her breath, hardly daring to believe his generosity was going to be doubled.

“As I recall, many girls are presented at court by age fifteen. In any case, whenever your family deems her ready, I shall provide for Eleanor in the same manner as Margaret, even if it is the same Season. Unless there is some rule about sisters and how many may be out at any given time. Of that, I am blissfully unaware.”

Again, Jenny had no words. She knew she was gaping unattractively. Yet, how could she express her all-encompassing gratitude? How could he ever understand what this meant to her? Just like that, her worst fears had been alleviated. A terrible weight had suddenly lifted.

She wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. Moreover, she had the insane urge to hug him.

“And what about yourself, Miss Genevieve Blackwood? Would you like another Season in London’s ballrooms? Perhaps to find a replacement for your fickle viscount?”

Like Perrault’s Cinderella, she was being offered a wonderful chance by the most unlikely of godmothers. However, she had only the smallest scrap of interest. Recalling the rounds, the silly, posturing people, the stuffy rooms, the endless worry over gowns, who would dance with whom, and whether one’s dance card was entirely filled, or if one might be left standing by the wall or the drapes. Not to mention the overarching dread of being left on the shelf.

Far better to put oneself upon it and stay there!

“God no,” she said emphatically, then at his shocked expression, she added, “Thank you, my lord. I am quite past the age at which a Season is seemly, particularly with a younger sister ready for her turn.”

“How old are you?” he asked bluntly. “Thirty-four?”

“Not quite,” she admitted, before laughing at his little joke. “I suppose I am not past the age precisely. I know ladies who went for five Seasons, and to be honest, I felt nothing except sympathy for them. I certainly have no intention of putting myself in that position.”

Then, to lighten the moment, Jenny made her own little jest, “If I become desperate, there are always the matrimonial advertisements.”

However, Simon didn’t laugh. He merely frowned with puzzlement. “I have never heard of these advertisements.”

Realizing the matchmaking announcements had probably come to their height of popularity in London whilst Simon Devere was in Burma, she glanced at her feet. Not only that, they were rather vulgar for her to be reading, though somehow the advice columns had not seemed quite so scandalous. One could read those for amusement and sometimes even glean a nugget of good sense, whereas the adverts were positively base.

“In such places as The London Journal, my lord, one can place an advertisement requesting a husband—or a wife, for that matter—though one must abandon all sense of modesty or humility and list one’s attributes both of appearance and abilities.”

Simon looked rather taken aback. “Rather the way we discuss good horseflesh before purchase, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so, my lord.”

“And would you do this?”

Oh, dear. What must he think of her?

“No, certainly not. I was joking, my lord. I believe the advertisements are full of untruths and exaggerations. Moreover, it makes forming an attachment rather … ordinary.”

He thought for a moment. “Yet, as a practical woman named Jenny, shouldn’t you find the enterprise of advertising for your mate comfortingly pragmatic, not to mention offering a far greater return on time invested than twirling about a ballroom hoping to be noticed? Think of the numbers and how many eyes in London might look at your advertisement versus the few hundred in a ballroom.”

He sounded as if he were pushing her to place an advert, and the idea irked her.

“I was only jesting at the outset, my lord. I prefer helping my mother to run our home, and frankly, I like the challenge of being a bookkeeper. In every way, I prefer Sheffield to being in London.”

“You are a strange lady,” the earl said without a hint of rudeness. “Who will accompany your sisters for their Seasons if not you?”

“Why, my mother, of course.” Lady Anne Blackwood enjoyed dressing her daughters and appearing with them in society.

“Leaving you alone in your house?”

Oh. That could be a problem.

“There is a housemaid and our cook.”

“And the hapless stable boy,” Simon reminded her.

She nodded. “And Henry.”

“Henry? Is that the man I saw accompany you here one day?”

He had seen her arrive with Ned? Jenny preferred not to delve into her failed ruse.

“No, Henry is my late father’s personal servant. My mother felt badly letting him go and, thus, did not. Having him puttering about seems as if my father is also present in some way. Henry earns his keep by being my ears and eyes regarding bookkeeping clients.”

She closed her mouth at that. For goodness sake, she was chatting away like a magpie.

His gaze was suddenly piercingly sharp. “You know as well as I that none of the servants counts as a chaperone. Not really, nor as suitable companions or as safe escorts for you when you are at home alone in the country for an extended period. Certainly not for an entire Season. Especially a male servant.”

The earl was quite serious and, unfortunately, correct. Moreover, he was looking at her as if she were a delectable morsel that any man might want to snap up if given half a chance. It confused and thrilled her at the same time.

“You are right, of course.” Servants could be ordered to leave one alone with a member of the opposite sex, and thus no one in polite society considered them as reliable attendants. What if Ned dropped in for another visit while her family was away?

“Some might say that having the widow here without a proper chaperone is equally improper. More so even.”

Obviously, Maude was in mourning, but what happened when she came out of it? Jenny couldn’t imagine living in close quarters with Simon and seeing him every day without yearning to become closer. He was by far the most interesting, plain-spoken man she’d ever met.

However, the look of utter confusion on the earl’s face made her wish she could recall her words.

“Maude?” he asked, his voice a little hesitant. “Tobias’s widow lives here?”

Jenny realized her error. “I’m dreadfully sorry, my lord. I spoke out of turn.”

“No, it’s all right. Tell me. For apparently, if you don’t, no one will.”

“You have been indisposed until late,” she reminded him in defense of Mr. Binkley and his staff.

Simon waved off that excuse.

“Tell me,” he ordered again, sounding every bit an earl in command.

“Lady Tobias Devere resides here at Belton in private apartments. With her children.”

Simon’s eyes widened at the information. “That explains the loud noises, the shouting that I sometimes hear.” He rubbed a hand over his face, nodding slightly. “I actually thought I was going insane.”

“Yes, my lord. Peter and Alice can be quite loud. My sister tutors them in French.”

“I see.” He frowned. “No, actually, I don’t see at all. Why aren’t they all at Jonling Hall?”

Was it really going to fall to her to break the news?

“Perhaps I should get Mr. Binkley.” She glanced around the room as if the butler might pop up from behind the bed.

“Jenny,” Simon Devere said, his tone pleading.

She could not refuse.

“Lady Devere relinquished ownership of Jonling Hall while you were away.”

Simon stood slowly. “Relinquished it? She sold the hall? Out of my family?”

Jenny shrugged. “Before you ask me, my lord, no one seems to know who bought it, and no one has, as yet, taken up residence.”

With agitation, he crossed the room to the window, then strode back to the chair, repeating the short journey three times. It made the large chamber seem very small.

“I am utterly confounded,” he said at last.

What if this triggered another incident?

“Should I fetch Mr. Binkley, or your valet?”

But he latched onto her arm as he had before. “Are there other nasty surprises?”

Only the very real possibility that his cousin had been stealing from the family. Or perhaps the math tutor had.

“I must be going, my lord. My family will begin to wonder at my lateness for dinner.”

“We haven’t discussed the ledgers.”

Anyone would be foolish to think this man did not have all his mental faculties.

“You will return soon,” he added, then remembered what she’d told him before. “Please.”

“Yes.” She gazed at his large hand still gripping her arm.

Swiftly letting her go, his tone was lighter when he spoke again. “And you will let your mother know that her daughters will not rot in the country next Season?”

Her heart soared once again and she nodded.

“And you will agree to go with them to London rather than stay alone in the country?”

It would be a humiliation for her, attending a third Season but only as a chaperone.

“My mother and I will cross that bridge when we come to it. However, I cannot let the threat of having to escort my sisters to London dampen my utter relief at what you have so generously given us.” She felt how large the smile was upon her face. Undoubtedly like a beaming idiot.

“I honestly don’t know what to say or how I can ever repay you.”

Her words were met with silence.

It dragged on until it became uncomfortable, and all the while, he stared at her, his face neutral, his thoughts a mystery. The earl’s glance eventually drifted from her eyes to her lips, causing an unexpected frisson of excitement to rush through her.

Then his gaze dropped lower, to her bosom.

Unexpectedly, her nipples began to tingle, causing her to be extremely aware of precisely where her shift brushed over them. At the same time, to Jenny’s extreme embarrassment, she knew her cheeks must be bright red.

The very air around her crackled with tension. Did Lord Lindsey feel it, too?

When Simon’s eyes caught her gaze once more, something flickered in their depths. Not a demon after all, but still, something quite uncivilized, just as she’d seen before. Swallowing past the dryness in her throat, Jenny prepared herself for his kiss.

Instead, he glanced away. “No repayment is necessary.” The earl’s voice sounded rough, and he cleared his throat. “It is time for you to go.”

She took a step back, realizing she’d been leaning toward him. What a fool she had made of herself. He’d been waiting for her to simply thank him and leave. Instead, she’d stared silently at him like a ninny.

“I apologize for overstaying, my lord.”

He nodded, looking for all the world like a dignified nobleman and not at all like a broken soul who’d once sobbed on her shoulder.

“Do not trouble yourself,” he added. “I meant only that you had wasted enough of your day on me.”

She was already backing toward the door, eager to escape from the scene of her mortification.

“Jenny.”

She halted.

“I appreciated your company today.”

The man was a puzzlement.

“Thank you again, my lord.” She slipped out the door before she could ruin the moment. Before she did or said something else entirely inappropriate.

As soon as she stepped out of his chamber, though, she wanted to yell with pure joy. A Season for both her sisters! Dear God in Heaven. What a miracle!

Running carelessly as Eleanor might, Jenny was halfway along the corridor before she noticed the admiral. She nearly tripped as she abruptly slowed to a normal pace.

Mr. Binkley stood ramrod straight, at the top of the stairs and had clearly seen from whence she had come.

The impropriety of the situation dawned on her once more. Alone with the earl in his bedroom. Again. Only this time, she was wearing a delighted grin!

She remained silent, tamping down the urge to defend herself. Trying futilely to regain her dignity and look respectable, she merely nodded politely to the butler as she passed him and descended the stairs without haste.

She was nearly at the side door when she realized she had left her bonnet, coat, and gloves in the second-floor library. Jenny retraced her steps, even being brave enough to pass by his lordship’s door, which was still ajar.

“Yes, my lord, as you say, far more than a nuisance.” Mr. Binkley’s words came clearly through the opening. “I don’t think she belongs here.”

“Of course she doesn’t belong here! But whose fault is that?”

Silence greeted the earl’s terse question until he asked another one.

“When will she be gone?” Simon’s voice sounded irritated.

“My understanding, my lord, is that she’ll be gone soon enough.”

“No, not soon enough. Too much damage can be done in the meanwhile.” His tone was sheer exasperation. “Her presence is highly irregular.”

“Yes, my lord, and some may think that you should offer for her hand.”

Jenny gasped, then clamped a hand over her mouth, hoping they hadn’t heard her. What was the butler thinking? Why would Lord Lindsey have to offer for her hand?

Dear God, it was because she’d been alone in his room on more than one occasion. No doubt the staff was beginning to gossip. A female bookkeeper was abnormal, and who would believe she could really sort out the ledgers if she sauntered happily out of his lordship’s bedroom?

As she tiptoed away, the earl’s words pursued her down the corridor, “Marry her? Are you mad? Not if she were the last woman on earth!”

Jenny tried to ignore the pang of hurt. Of course, his sentiment was quite natural given the difference between their stations. Perhaps if she’d been a renowned beauty or had a fortune.

Yet, she was simply Jenny Blackwood, a baron’s daughter. The last woman on earth he would marry.
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Chapter Nine


“What do you mean you’re not going back? Mummy, what can she mean?”

Maggie was persistent, but Jenny couldn’t face it. Couldn’t face the manor or Mr. Binkley, and definitely not the earl. Not today. Maybe the next day or the day after. Her emotions were in turmoil, and her feelings had been trifled with and tread upon, and a butler—a butler!—had disparaged her.

Moreover, a peer of the realm had looked as though he might kiss her one moment yet insulted her the next. Or had she misinterpreted the expression on his face?

“What if the earl withdraws his offer?” Maggie sounded worried.

No, Jenny did not want to go back. Not ever. In fact, there was probably no need. She had completed her work. Someone at the manor needed to go upon an estate-wide tour and sort out the mess.

Perhaps the earl should write to his uncle, James Devere, and ask him to carry out the charge if he was unable.

“After what that man is doing for us,” her mother said, addressing her sternly, “I think you should finish your bookkeeping task for him in short order. And make the numbers look good so the earl doesn’t change his mind about his generous gift.”

Jenny sighed. As if math could be manipulated to show something other than what was true.

“Mummy, I have completed the task that Mr. Binkley set out for me.” Snatching a piece of toast from the silver toast wrack in the center of the table, she buttered it with ferocity until it crumbled into a pile on her plate.

“Last night you said the earl invited you to return,” Maggie pointed out. “If not to finish the bookkeeping, then why?”

All heads at the breakfast table turned to her. Ned was scowling fiercely, which made him look like an irritated ferret.

“He wishes me to explain my findings.” Jenny kept her attention on the food before her and shoveled it into her mouth in an unladylike fashion.

“And so you shall,” Anne Blackwood decreed.

Jenny looked up at her mother, knowing she would have to obey. Tearing off a corner of her toast, she popped it between her lips. As she crunched loudly, crumbs went flying across the lace tablecloth around her plate.

Seeing her mother raise a delicate and disapproving eyebrow, Jenny lowered her gaze again.

What was the matter with her? Behaving like the unsuitable woman that both the butler and the earl seemed to have already judged her to be.

“I left a summary in writing. There is nothing more I can do until they—” she gestured in the direction of Belton Park—“do something.”

“How can Lord Despair do anything if he remains in his room?” Maggie asked.

Jenny fixed her middle sister with a particularly hard stare. After all, the man was now their benefactor.

“Sorry,” Maggie muttered. “I mean, Lord Devere.”

“Now Lord Lindsey,” their mother corrected. “I am sure a strong man such as his lordship will improve with time. Maybe he needs some of Cook’s porridge to stick to his ribs.”

Jenny thought of him sobbing and fearful of the light rather than the dark. “I believe he needs more than a full stomach.”

“It’s a good idea, though,” Maggie said. “Not porridge, of course! However, I will take his lordship one of cook’s strawberry tarts to thank him for his kindness.”

“Apples,” Jenny said, gazing at the bowl of fruit in the center of the table. “The earl is fond of apple Charlotte.”

They all turned to look at her.

She felt her cheeks grow warm. “That’s what I heard Mr. Binkley tell one of the maids.”

“Cook can’t possibly whip that up in time for you to take with you today, but she can for tomorrow.”

Now why had she lied? Jenny had done nothing wrong by visiting the earl. Still, she didn’t want her mother and Ned to discuss the unseemliness of her being alone with Simon Devere, and therefore, she wasn’t about to tell them.

Glancing at Maggie to indicate she would greatly appreciate her sister’s silence on that matter, she tucked into the rest of her breakfast and ignored her mother’s words about taking anything to the manor that day.

“I cannot believe we shall be in London together after all,” Maisie said, grabbing Eleanor’s hand, causing her to drop her scone, which rolled toward the center of the table. Both girls giggled.

“If Lord Lindsey wasn’t an earl and thereby above reproach,” Ned said, “I would advise you to turn down his offer.” The entire breakfast gathering went silent though he spoke directly to Lady Blackwood.

By his smirk, he enjoyed grabbing all their attention.

“After all, it seems entirely too forward a thing for the earl to do, with absolutely no ties to the family.”

Anne set her teacup down.

“I would do exactly as you say, Cousin Ned,” she agreed, causing Maggie and Eleanor to gasp in dismay. “That is, if some member of our family wants to step in and pay for each of my girls to attend a Season.”

She stared pointedly at him until Ned looked down at his soft-boiled egg, a chagrinned expression on his face.

Crisis averted, Jenny dropped her fork onto her plate and excused herself from the table. All caught up with her other customers, she had no ledgers to look at. With the pressure off regarding Maggie’s Season and with enough earnings set aside to carry them through a few weeks, she need not ask Henry to solicit any more clients as yet.

What would she do with a day off? For one thing, she would stay away from Eleanor and Maisie so as not to get dragged into another game of Puss, Puss in the Corner.

As the weather was fine, Jenny set out on a leisurely stroll, ending up in the vicinity of Jonling Hall, which she had never entered, not even as a child. The earl had been startled at its loss; Jenny wished she could at least tell him good news that a pleasant family had moved in. Perhaps she would see the trappings of domesticity or encounter a gardener as she passed by.

“I say, do stop for a breath.” Turning at the sound of her cousin’s voice, Jenny’s heart fell. She preferred her own company. And if she had to have company, Ned’s name was near the bottom of those on her list of whom she wished to spend time. It was awkward and uncomfortable as he continued to drop hints about his feelings, which were decidedly unwelcome, though he didn’t seem to notice.

Why didn’t the man understand her utter disregard for him, as far as a romantic association was involved? Having to state it plainly, word for word, would humiliate him and cause hurt feelings. And she had no interest in hurting him. She had no interest in him at all. That was the problem.

“Is it safe for you to be roaming the countryside without an escort?”

“I assume it is,” she answered. “No one has bothered me except you.”

He laughed. “You are amusing.”

Was she? “Then I must try harder to be disagreeable.”

Now he frowned, apparently unsure whether she was joking.

His look of perplexity stung her. Feeling like a shrew, she added, “Thank you for worrying over my safety. You may walk with me.” If only he would not speak.

However, he started to talk as soon as he fell into step with her. “I wanted to explain why I didn’t take up the gauntlet that your mother threw down at breakfast.”

Jenny tried to recall the gauntlet to which he referred.

Ned shrugged. “If I was in a position to pay for your sisters’ Seasons, then I would most happily do so. If only to please you,” he added, looking sideways at her.

She tried to offer him a smile but feared it looked more like a sickly grimace.

Oblivious, he continued. “However, I cannot put myself in any type of financial peril simply because your father chose not to prepare properly for his daughters’ futures.”

Jenny was tired of thinking that same thing, and thus, she said nothing. Still, Ned should not speak ill of the dead. It was not his place, especially not to the dead man’s daughter. Perhaps if she didn’t respond, he would fade to silence.

No such fortune befell her.

“I suppose your mother could appeal to my parents, whom I believe are in a way to help out your sisters, but since the earl has already offered, and since that doesn’t drain any of my future inheritance of which you might have an interest, I believe it is for the best if things stay as they are—despite any hint of oddity that the earl would take it upon himself to bestow such upon your family. Without recompense. Without asking for anything in return.”

He paused, then glanced over at her even though she had not slowed her pace. “His lordship did not ask for anything in return, did he?”

Only half-listening, Jenny let Ned’s words echo in her brain, until his question suddenly made itself clear to her. She stopped in her tracks, annoyed at the intimation of impropriety.

Her cousin continued walking a few steps, then realized she was no longer beside him and turned back to her.

“The scoundrel!” he blurted out. “What is the price of his aid?”

“Ned, what on earth are you talking about? The earl has asked for nothing.” She would not let Simon’s reputation be sullied any more than her own.

“And whatever do you mean by my having an interest in your inheritance?”

“Ah, that caught your attention, did it, Miss Jenny?”

The smug look on his face actually caused a physical reaction in the pit of her stomach. It was not pleasant. How she wished she could take back her question.

“I believe I have been overly discreet in my regard for you. Perhaps too discreet if you do not yet know how I feel. Let me tell you this instant that I—”

“Look there,” Jenny said loudly, simply to stop him from making a declaration of love. For if he did, then she would have to tell him there could never be anything between them, and that as far as she was concerned, he could spend his inheritance on cards and women. That would not go over well.

For one thing, he would no longer be able to play the part of the fond cousin and remain in their home.

Most likely, with his pride intolerably pricked, he would return to their cottage, pack up his things, and leave, taking Maisie with him. That would cause Eleanor great distress.

Eleanor’s distress would become everyone’s.

“What is it, Jenny?” Ned looked around this way and that.

“The hall,” she said lamely, pointing at the Devere’s minor residence. Or rather, their former minor residence. “Did you know it has been sold out of the earl’s holding, and no one knows to whom?”

His exasperated expression was replaced by one of interest.

“Really? I wonder why the earl had to sell it?”

She didn’t bother telling him it had been done while the current earl was out of the country. It gave Ned something to chew on, like a dog with a bone. With any luck, he would forget about his near declaration.

“For your sisters’ sakes,” Ned added, as Jenny started walking again, “let’s hope this is not an indication that the Devere family has fallen on hard times. Perhaps you should get that promise of patronage in writing, or better yet, have the earl transfer funds immediately to your London bank.”

How uncouth! As if she would do either.

“Come.” Suddenly, Ned grabbed her arm and turned toward Jonling Hall. “Let us knock and see if there is anyone at home. Even a servant can tell us who the new owner is.”

She dug her heels in, but he continued to tug her in the direction of the long drive.

“Really, Ned, that’s not how things are done. If you’re truly interested, I’m sure you’ve got connections in London who can tell you.”

“Perhaps,” he allowed, “but we’re here. Why not simply present ourselves as neighbors? Even more than that, you are the earl’s bookkeeper.”

The man had no sense. “You must never speak of that to anyone. Are you listening?”

He didn’t seem to be heeding her at all.

“Ned!” She yanked her arm free, and at last he turned to her.

“Listen to me. I have gone to great pains in this community to maintain the disguise of Mr. Cavendish. Only you, Mr. Binkley, and the earl know otherwise.”

He rolled his eyes as if dismissing her concerns.

“Please!” Oh, how she hated beseeching her cousin. “Only think how it might damage my family, not to mention hurt my sisters’ prospects. While they are grateful for what I provide, they would be humiliated if anyone should discover that I work at a profession. As well they should.” Then she added, “By familial association, that could damage Maisie’s chances as well.”

His eyebrows rose slightly. “Very well. But if there are occupants and they look at us askance, we can at least say that the earl is your family’s patron.”

Jenny let him drag her the rest of the way to the front door, a pretty arched arrangement with large potted plants on either side. Unlike the manor, there wasn’t a massive flight of stone steps to ascend, thus she assumed the working rooms were at the back of the house instead of in the cellar. Still, the house had an air of shabby aristocracy, conveying both comfort and gracefulness.

“To show up unannounced and uninvited,” she whispered. “We shouldn’t do this.”

“I am curious as to who lives here. I’m sure the Deveres would appreciate any information we discover.” Ned raised his hand and rapped upon the large door with his knuckles. “I wish I had my cane,” he muttered.

After a few moments, Jenny said, “No one is here. Isn’t that obvious?”

“We shall see.” He rapped again with more force.

Jenny had taken a few steps away from the door, retreating as she most desperately wanted to do, when it opened at last.

“What ya’ wan’?” came the voice from the shadowy interior. A woman’s voice with a strong Cockney accent.

“I say,” Ned spoke up, “is your master or mistress at home?”

“No,” the answer came quickly.

Ned was not to be got rid of so easily. “Perhaps a cup of tea for thirsty neighbors?”

Jenny rolled her eyes at her cousin’s bold request.

“’Ere now, if you’re a neighba’, ain’t ya’ go’ no tea at ’ome?”

Jenny almost laughed at these blunt words from behind the door.

“Why, of course, we have tea,” Ned said, spluttering with indignation. “That is not the point of neighborliness.”

“The ’all ain’t receivin’ no one. Strict orders.”

“I demand to know who your master is,” Ned said, giving over all pretense of simply passing by.

“Who’s askin’?” asked the servant.

Jenny tried to stop Ned from responding, running back toward him to grab his arm. She didn’t want her name associated with such ill-mannered prying.

Too late.

“I am Edward Darrow, and this is Miss Blackwood. The Earl of Lindsey is her benefactor. Show yourself, woman!”

Jenny felt her cheeks grow decidedly warm.

“The earl!” It sounded like the servant was muttering to someone else.

“Close it,” Jenny thought she heard, this time from a man.

“Strict orders,” the woman repeated and closed the door firmly, not even five inches from Ned’s nose. They both heard the latch slide into place and the bolt turn.

“Well! I never.” Ned’s face went quite ruddy with annoyance.

Jenny dropped her hold on her cousin’s arm, turned heel, and walked away.

Why? Why had he given her name? If asked in the future, she could pretend it was Eleanor who might not know any better than to try to barge into someone’s residence. How humiliating!

This was far worse than having her erstwhile viscount send word through a footman that he would not be officially announcing their engagement after all. Jenny remembered a momentary annoyance and even feeling sorry for the extra burden upon her mother, and then she had thought of Lord Alder no more.

This dreadful scene, though, played and replayed itself in her head as she marched home, aware of Ned striding behind her.

He called to her a few times, and she steadfastly ignored him. What a buffoon! Moreover, what if Lord Lindsey somehow heard that she was snooping about? And why was that even a concern? She did not know. She knew only that Ned had acted insufferably, and with all her heart, she wished to be away from him.

Not slowing her pace, Jenny slammed the garden gate after going through it. She would have done the same with the front door, right in Ned’s face and let him experience the effrontery twice in one day, except her mother was in the front hallway.

“Mr. Binkley was here while you were gone,” Anne told her without preamble.

“What did he want?” Jenny realized her tone was inappropriately sharp when her mother took a step back.

“You don’t sound well,” Anne said. “Did you get too much air?”

Sometimes her mother held the oddest ideas.

“No, I don’t think that’s possible, Mummy. One cannot get too much air. I think one can get too much sun, though that was hardly the case today as I had on my bonnet and I kept moving. Except when I was forced to stand still on a doorstep.” Against my will, she almost added.

“Really? Where did you go?”

Jenny turned to Ned. “Why don’t you fill my mother in since it was your idea?”

He had the grace to look a tad sheepish. “I caught up with Miss Jenny near Jonling Hall and thought it a good idea to inquire as to the new owner.”

A myriad of expressions crossed Anne’s face. No doubt she thought their expedition forward, if not downright rude, yet perhaps also interesting.

“Before you ask,” Jenny explained, “we did not learn the new owner’s identity. Only that he has poor taste in servants but exceptional taste in gatekeepers.”

Removing her hat and gloves, Jenny linked her arm through her mother’s and walked toward the dining room, hoping Ned would not follow.

“Pray tell, what did Mr. Binkley want? Before you tell me, though, did he leave payment?”

An excited gleam glinted in Anne’s eyes. “He did leave an envelope addressed to you, which he said was your compensation. I left it on your bed.”

Thank goodness! Her presence at Belton might have caused some consternation on the part of the butler and his master. However, she’d done them a good service. That, they couldn’t deny.

“The other matter, though,” her mother added, glancing behind at Ned, who followed them like a determined hound. “Mr. Binkley said the earl has requested your company this afternoon, and he also said he very much wished to speak with you himself.”

“More ledgers?” Jenny asked.

Anne shook her head. “Mm, no, he didn’t say as such. He wants you to let the staff know when you’ve arrived so he can have a word with you.”

Ned made a disapproving noise, and Jenny rolled her eyes. If her cousin said one thing about impropriety, she might be forced to perpetrate violence upon him.

“Did Mr. Binkley specify a time?”

“Any time this afternoon,” her mother said, “and mind you, he was quite pleasant about asking.”

Ned cleared his throat. “Shall I escort you?”

How dare Ned even ask such a question!

“I think not,” she snapped, then saw the expression of disbelief upon her mother’s face.

Looking at Ned who seemed quite crestfallen, Jenny’s heart softened. She supposed he had not meant to cause a scene at the hall. Moreover, she could not fault the man for misplacing his affections.

“Thank you, Cousin, but that won’t be necessary. The earl is a private man. I’m sure if he had wanted me to bring someone else, he would have said as much.”

Ned nodded and moved past her to the parlor. Her family’s parlor! Yet she would turn her thoughts from all things irksome.

She’d been summoned to the manor. Asking or not, it seemed like a royal command. It wasn’t as if she could claim she was away. Would she go? Of course! Her feelings had been hurt by eavesdropping, but she wasn’t a child. Though it struck her as strange that Lord Lindsey would want her to return after what she’d overheard.

Moreover, why did the butler wish to speak with her?

A terrible dread filled her. Perhaps after the men’s discourse the night before, pondering whatever damage she could do to the earl by her presence—with the very distinct possibility of wagging tongues shredding her reputation—what if Lord Lindsey decided helping her sisters was too intimate a gesture, as Ned had suggested?

What if, as Maggie had feared at breakfast, the earl had changed his mind or the admiral had changed it for him, and it had fallen to Mr. Binkley to tell her?

Certainly, that made sense. If someone truly could think his lordship should offer for her hand simply because she’d spent time alone at the manor, what might people think if they found out the earl had paid for her sisters to go to London?

Why, that would practically brand her as Simon Devere’s mistress!
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Chapter Ten


As if she had been invited to sup with the earl, Jenny dressed in her best day gown. After all, she was not going there today to work in the library as a bookkeeper. She decided to look like a visitor and not a tradeswoman.

“Ooh,” Eleanor cooed when she entered the dining room where her family always sat since Ned had taken up residence in their parlor.

Maisie looked up from her seat next to Eleanor and smiled. “You look as if you’re going courting.”

Courting? Should she change into something more demure? Perhaps she looked too fetching, as if she had designs on Lord Lindsey. Or as if she enjoyed his long appraisals of her person.

That was too outrageous to consider even for a moment!

At the sideboard, she lifted the lid on each platter to see what Cook had laid out for the midday meal.

Ned came in a moment later, and Jenny could feel the disapproval coming off of him in waves. Yet uncharacteristically, he said nothing, merely helping himself to coffee and sitting down.

“Brother, aren’t you going to have some mutton pie?” Maisie asked, buttering a piece of bread.

Ned ignored her, keeping his eyes trained on Jenny, who felt more ill at ease the longer she stood there. Quickly, she placed a piece of pie on her plate before ladling it with gravy and sitting down. As she reached for bread, Ned did the same.

“After you,” he said, pulling his hand back.

Jenny offered him a tight smile, which he did not return, and delicately grasped the last piece from the plate.

“Eleanor, go tell Cook that we’ll need more bread.”

“Don’t trouble yourself on my account,” Ned said.

How odd! As if asking Cook for more bread was troubling. Yes, it would be lovely if they had a bell system in the cottage, but her father had never seen the need to have one installed. With the home’s rather compact size, calling for service was not a problem if you had a good set of lungs.

“Maggie and my mother will be in soon, and I’m sure they’ll want some.”

He nodded and sipped his coffee, and then he seemed to come to some decision. Jenny saw it the moment it happened as his expression was an open one.

“When are you leaving?” Ned asked her.

“Soon after I’ve finished eating. Why?”

“I should like a private word with you before you go.”

She had put her cousin off since the day he’d arrived, yet it seemed he was determined to make his declaration. Jenny was equally determined not to let him. She needed a distraction. Eleanor and Maisie were discussing ribbons, the merits of satin versus silk skirts, and other such nonsense. They were no help at all.

Cook entered at that moment, giving Jenny time to think.

“More bread, please.”

The woman nodded and turned to leave. Stalling, Jenny stopped her with a question, “How is George?”

Cook looked perplexed. “He’s fine, miss. Thank you for asking.”

“And Thunder. Has George made any progress in that regard? With the horse, I mean?”

Cook shrugged. “I don’t know, miss. Do you want me to fetch him?”

Eleanor giggled, no doubt at the idea of their stable boy coming into the dining room during their meal.

Jenny shook her head. “No, that’s fine. I’ll check with him later.” The woman must think her mad.

At that instant, her mother and Maggie entered, each getting a plate of food before seating themselves.

“My, don’t you look lovely,” Anne said. “As if you were at dinner during the Season.”

Maggie fixed her with a knowing smirk, and Jenny wished she had stayed in her room until it was time to leave.

“I’ve ordered more bread,” was her only comment, before she ate her pie in silence.

Seeing her mother raise a questioning eyebrow, Jenny lowered her gaze and kept it firmly on her plate. Even with her mother opening The London Times that the housemaid had set by her place setting, and Maggie opening the Journal, Jenny was quite aware that Ned’s eyes were still upon her, waiting for a response.

Sipping her coffee to wash down the last of the crust, Jenny finally returned his gaze. She wanted to tell him how rude he was to stare. Instead, she gave him the second polite smile of the morning.

“Perhaps when I return, Cousin, for I have no desire to keep the earl waiting, not when he is, as you said, our benefactor.”

Appearing resigned, Ned nodded. “As you wish. I’ll be here upon your return.”
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When Jenny arrived at Belton, feeling strange in the absence of her abacus and satchel, she eschewed the servant’s entrance and went to the imposing front door. Mr. Binkley answered the bell, ushering her in.

“Will you step into the drawing room for a moment, Miss Blackwood?”

Wordlessly, she followed him into a cavernous chamber, the great room she remembered from her childhood. A drawing room, he called it. More like a ballroom! Certainly, one could fit a hundred guests in there easily.

Glancing toward one end, she recalled precisely where the massive Christmas tree stood each year. In fact, she could picture Simon nearby, greeting people with boyish humor and a warm smile.

Except for two sofas by the colossal marble fireplace and two wingchairs beside her, the room was blatantly empty, looking nothing like her memories of candles and musicians, holiday decorations and treats. Clearly, it had not been used in a long time.

“I understand you discussed Lady Devere with his lordship.”

Jenny blinked. She had not expected such a question, instead thinking she would hear immediately something about the withdrawal of the earl’s offer to pay for Maggie’s gowns and event tickets.

“Yes.” Should she apologize? To the butler? “I didn’t realize that he was unaware of his cousin’s family living here. Until I told him.”

“Yes, just so. There are a number of things that his lordship has not been told regarding changes that have occurred while he was away. The earl has been in an introspective state of near unresponsiveness since his return. There was no way you could know that, of course.”

She stared hard at the admiral. It was not regular for a servant, indeed, an entire staff, to keep secrets from the master. Yet, she could understand how it might have been difficult to impart anything of great importance to a man sitting in the dark.

“I see.”

Mr. Binkley nodded. “Good.”

She waited. What did the man wish to impart to her?

“His lordship understood clearly when I told him about the sale of Jonling Hall,” she added into the awkward pause. She wondered if the butler had thought the earl was unsound. “Do you know that he wants me to tell him about the ledgers and the accounts?”

“Yes, I’m aware. I think it extremely important that he knows everything, and I’m glad you will be explaining it to him.”

What, then, was the hesitancy in the man’s voice?

“Is there something amiss, Mr. Binkley?” Would he now mention her sisters’ fate?

Very slowly and carefully, the butler spoke. “Lord Lindsey believes himself to be as yet Lord Devere.”

Jenny frowned, mulling over the words for a moment. Then their import struck her.

“Dear God!” she muttered before sitting down heavily in the closest brocade-covered, wingback chair. “He doesn’t know he is the current earl?”

Mr. Binkley, hands clasped behind his back, shook his head.

“You mean he doesn’t know his father passed away.”

“Correct.”

“And you wish me to be discreet and not mention it to him?” After all, there was no need for it to come up. They’d already had numerous conversations without any mention of his father at all.

“In that, you would be precisely not correct.”

She frowned, not liking his turn of phrase, and this was the second time the butler had corrected her in the same manner.

“His lordship reacts well to you. When Lord Lindsey returned from his captivity, he spoke little and gave very few orders. However, he was adamant that none of his friends or acquaintances be allowed into the manor. What’s more, he instructed me and the entire staff to leave him alone. I have overstepped my bounds and disobeyed his orders as much as possible, but you, Miss Blackwood, you have made him speak more than I have been able to in all these weeks. What’s more, he has actually requested your presence.”

Jenny swallowed. “I believe he is not helping himself with the isolation nor especially with the darkness. Don’t you agree?”

The butler seemed to move his weight from one foot to the other. “It is not for me to counteract the earl, but I do think a convalescence that included daily walks in the garden, weather permitting, and the company of others would do him good. Again, it is not for me to say.”

“Then who? He has no family left here.”

“You,” Mr. Binkley said. “I believe you can get him to come out of his room. And you must also explain that his father has passed away and that he is now the Earl of Lindsey.”

“I must?” She stood, feeling agitated. “There is no must about it. We should send for his uncle. Surely, Lord James Devere should be the one to explain the circumstances to his nephew.”

Mr. Binkley’s face twisted into a sour expression. “I sent word to Lord Devere directly upon my master’s return. I sent word again when I understood the extent of Lord Lindsey’s issues. Still, there has been no word from his uncle.”

Jenny realized she was chewing on her lower lip. Her fingers were fiddling with the cloth of her skirts, and she sorely wished she had her abacus in her hands so she could slide the smooth beads back and forth.

Mr. Binkley said nothing more, but fixed her with a stare worthy of Maggie’s nickname for him. Only an admiral who knew how to manipulate his troops could have such a half-pleading, half-demanding look. She’d never experienced anything quite like it!

“I will endeavor to bring him outside,” she conceded.

The butler still didn’t move.

“I will find the right way to tell him of his father’s passing,” she added, feeling resentful at being pressured to handle this duty that really had nothing to do with her. She was used to doing whatever was necessary for her own family, but how on God’s green earth had she got herself mired in this mess?

Mr. Binkley’s face remained passive, but his eyes crinkled in the corners and he nodded before bowing quite low, which she took to be an expression of his gratitude.

“The earl is waiting,” he said, turning away as if she had been dawdling. Then he strode from the room, clearly expecting her to follow.

Remaining silent as he led her upstairs to the earl’s chamber, she wished she had more time to gather her thoughts or even plan for how she would tell him.

Mr. Binkley knocked on the chamber door, then, at his master’s response, he turned the brass knob, pushed the door open, and gestured for her to enter.

After she stepped across the threshold, instead of leaving the door open as propriety dictated, the butler pulled it shut behind her.

That small gesture caused her heart to pound. Simon Devere was waiting for her, standing by the window. When he turned at her entrance and saw the closed door, his eyebrows seemed to lift.

No doubt he thought she’d done it. She dropped her gaze to the beautiful rug. How should she start?

Coughing slightly as she realized her throat had closed up, Jenny wondered if she could ask for water and use the earl’s glass. Was there another glass in the room? There ought to be. What kind of chamber held only one glass? Obviously, the earl had not been entertaining, but still …

Calm yourself, she ordered, wrenching her hands apart to stop from ringing them, then locked them behind her back in the style of the admiral.

“You wished to see me?” she asked at last.

“Yes.” Simon hesitated, glancing back toward the window, his gaze fixed on the world beyond. “I want to walk with you.”

“You wish to walk with me?” Jenny repeated. “You summoned me here to walk with you?”

Me, the last woman on earth whom you would marry? How she wished she was brave enough to add those words!

“Summoned you?” He sounded puzzled. “I didn’t order you to come as if you had no choice to visit with me.”

She smiled. “True enough, my lord. Still, it is not every day that one receives an invitation from the lord of the manor.”

Nodding, he still looked uncertain. An air of trepidation surrounded him.

“Will you walk with me? Outside,” he added.

Oh, so this was more than a stroll through his chambers. And he wished to go outside.

Fulfilling the first of the butler’s requests was going to be easy if the earl was willing. Yet, it didn’t sit right that he’d asked her back for this reason, not when she still felt the sting of his overheard words.

“Why?” she asked.

He tilted his head, considering.

“Because I fear that I am hampering my recovery by recreating the environment of my captivity. That is, no sun, stagnant air, no long walks.”

“You mistake me, my lord. I understood what you meant about going outside—and I wholeheartedly agree you should. I meant, why me in particular? Why don’t you walk with your valet? Or with Mr. Binkley?”

“I do not wish to walk with my valet or my butler.” His expression softened. “I want to walk with a friend.”

A friend. She hadn’t expected that. All at once, her heart contracted, thinking how she had her sisters and her mother if she needed companionship or comfort, whilst his lordship had no one.

At her silence, the earl frowned. “I do have friends, Jenny. I was not always this way.” He spread his hands indicating his situation in the room. “However, none of them live close by. They are in London or abroad. I’ve had letters,” he admitted, “from those who wish to visit with me since my return. I have ignored them all.”

“Perhaps it would do you good to write to them, even to share your experiences with those closest to you. And then, if you are up to it, let them visit.”

She hoped she had not overstepped with her blunt advice. “I do not think isolation is good for you. In fact, I’m positive it is not.”

Against all expectations, he smiled, ever so slightly. “That is why I wish to walk with you. Binkley would have remained silent on the topic of letters and friends, or said that I was doing the right thing, whatever it is that I am doing. Or not doing, for that matter, because he is a servant.”

“You wish to walk with me because I don’t instantly defer to you or agree with you. Is that right?”

“Exactly,” he said. “For that is how friends behave.”

Apparently, even though he could never have a friendship with his servant, he could disparage her in an intimate discussion with Mr. Binkley. However, to help the earl, indeed to help the entire estate, she would push that petty thought out of her mind.

“Very well.” Jenny was glad she wore sturdy ankle boots and not her fancy kidskin slippers. “Are you ready?”

Simon looked startled. “What? Now?”

“No time like the present.”

“Would you care for tea first? Or sherry?”

She didn’t answer immediately. Was the earl going to need her to literally push him out of doors?

“My lord, I will wait for you in the front hall. I will wait five minutes by that splendid chiming clock I observed next to the main staircase.” She walked to his door before glancing back at him.

Still, he hadn’t moved.

“If you are not there after the minute hand has moved five times, then I shall depart.”

He blinked, then nodded.

“Do you have a valet?” Jenny asked him belatedly, for she’d not seen one, though she supposed that was not unusual. Many such grand houses had hidden passages for the servants so they could serve almost invisibly.

Again, he nodded.

Jenny closed the door behind her and went directly to the front hall where her lightweight wrap and her reticule lay on the small tufted divan precisely as she’d left them. Slowly, while eyeing the pendulum of the grandfather clock, she donned her outerwear. Then she waited.

Should she have stayed with him and urged him onward? Simply because the earl wanted to go out, that didn’t mean he could. Maybe …

His footsteps on the landing captured her attention. He still wore what he was wearing when she had arrived, but he had added a coat, and boots now covered his stocking-clad feet. She had never seen him in boots or shoes for that matter. In fact, seeing him on his staircase, fully dressed and staring at her warily, he seemed far more imposing. He looked every bit the earl of the manor that he truly was.

And for some reason, he wanted to walk with her.

She swallowed.

“I’m glad you made it on time.”

“You have a sharp tongue.”

“No, that is my sister, Maggie. I have a sharp brain.”

“I think you have both,” he said, taking her arm just as Mr. Binkley appeared as if by magic and opened the front door for them.

She noted the admiral’s hopeful yet wary expression. It mirrored what she felt inside.

They got as far as the edge of the top step when the earl halted. Then he turned heel, taking her with him.

The door that had already closed behind them reopened. Mr. Binkley now wore a resigned, defeated look.

“My lord?” Jenny asked.

“This is all wrong,” the earl muttered.

“I don’t understand your meaning. You do see that this is your home and you’re in Sheffield, England, don’t you?”

He looked down at her, frowning at her question.

“Yes, of course. I am not in a delusional state at present, I assure you. I simply don’t want to walk out the front. The last time I went down those stairs, I got into a carriage and didn’t come back for three years.”

He kept on walking, still holding her arm, striding directly through the foyer, taking a quick right down the first hallway until they reached her usual side door and kept going. They finally arrived at the very back of the house.

To her utter amazement, Mr. Binkley was there to open the door for his master. She noted he was breathing hard. He must have run like the hounds of hell were at his back, down a different route, in order to appear there exactly as they reached the door.

Bravo, she cheered him silently for his devotion to duty.

The earl appeared not to notice but only because he was focused on this difficult adventure. His grip on her arm had tightened and, glancing at his profile, she could see a muscle jumping in his jaw.

They took a few steps onto the spacious veranda. He halted and breathed deeply, then they took a few more steps.

“Shall we stop here?” he asked, sounding wary.

There was a table with a large umbrella set up.

“Let us keep walking,” Jenny suggested. “Don’t you think?”

He nodded. “That is the point, I suppose.”

“Yes.”

They lapsed into silence again as they descended a wide granite staircase to a large brick patio. This was surrounded by arbors, each one arched over a different path leading to a different garden enclosed by yew hedges.

“It’s lovely,” she told him, hoping to make him really see the place that he now inhabited.

“I know,” he said. “I spent many, many hours out here as a boy, pretending it was a different world from Sheffield. That one on the right, I imagined led to Europe, and that one straight ahead led to the wilds of the African continent.”

“And this one?” she asked, as they headed under a clematis-covered arbor and down a path on the left of the patio.

“This one went to an entirely magical world of sword fights and buccaneers, and nothing real at all. Sprites, fairies, witches.”

“Fairies,” she repeated.

He shrugged sheepishly. “I suppose I have always had a vivid imagination. It doesn’t serve me well now, but as a boy, it kept me amused.”

“I would have spent my childhood counting the number of bricks on these paths and hoping they were all equal, one to the other.”

He laughed, yet not like the hysterical laughter that had turned into despair. This time, the sound was rich and full of actual joy. Merely a momentary laugh, quite normal, and her heart that had jumped with unease calmed.

“Practical Jenny, even as a child?” he asked.

“I suppose. Eleanor, my youngest sister, would absolutely adore this.” Indeed, it was a fanciful garden with lush, large fragrant blush roses, clumps of sweet William, and towering foxglove.

“She sketches and finds much pleasure in sitting outdoors in nature, drawing what she sees.”

“Invite her to come with you next time. The more exotic plants are in my pretend Africa. I’m sure she would see some there she has never before seen.”

“I will. Thank you.” That they were planning a next time seemed a tad premature when Jenny still had the unpleasant duty of telling him about his father’s death.

They had reached a central area with a small fish pond, stone benches, and a birdbath. With comfortable like-mindedness, they headed to a bench and sat.

“I should have told Binkley where I was taking you. If I’d known myself, that is. Then, no doubt, he would already be here with refreshments.”

Picturing him rushing between the tall plants and crawling under the hedges to beat them to the spot made her laugh.

“That’s a lovely sound,” the earl said, and her laughter died in her throat. At the same time, heat bloomed in her cheeks.

If they were courting, their current situation would be utterly beyond the pale, to have walked deep into the secluded garden and to be sitting alone together. She could only guess what the members of high society would have to say. What would her mother say, for that matter?

“One should install a very long pull cord in the center of each garden,” Jenny suggested. “Then you could summon a servant whenever you wished. I’m surprised no one has thought of that.”

Simon Devere’s eyebrows rose. “That’s a rather unusual and brilliant idea, Miss Blackwood. However, it does rather remove the feeling of remoteness and solitude that one often seeks deep in a country garden, not to mention the tranquility being disturbed by servants scurrying hither and yon with refreshments.”

“Only think of the added work for the staff, too,” she pointed out.

“They might like getting outside more,” he considered. “I will look into your proposal. Perhaps long ropes could be laid out or strung from the trees.”

She was sure her face expressed her shock.

“I was only speaking in jest, my lord.”

The earl grinned. “As was I.”

Her breath caught. Who could believe the man sitting in the dark a week ago could now be making jokes? “You fooled me.”

He nodded slightly. “I very much like spending time with you.”

Before she could say anything, he added, “I cannot quite believe I am sitting out here in this garden. And with you.”

Picking up her gloved hand from where it rested on her lap, his fingers touched her lap briefly, brushing across her inner thigh. She felt a tremor of shock rush through her. The earl didn’t seem to notice.

“This is precisely one of the places I used to imagine while I was captive. In precise detail, with my eyes shut.” He closed his eyes while she looked up into his face, feeling off balance by his mercurial change of topic and interest.

Moreover, she was dealing with the strange sensation of a man holding her hand tightly in his. The viscount had certainly never done more than tuck her forearm under his and promenade around the veranda of whatever ballroom they were attending. Nothing before in her limited experience had ever felt as intimate as the earl’s touch.

“I would reconstruct this place in my mind. Exactly. The feel of this cold stone bench seeping into my trousers no matter how hot the day. The scent of roses and how the garden’s fragrance changes with the seasons. The appearance of the honeysuckle to our right and the pear tree arching overhead.”

He was right in each instance.

“Go on, close your eyes and smell the various flora, and see if you can picture the plants in your mind.”

She hesitated, but his eyes were still closed, so she did as he asked. As soon as her sight was shut off, she became overly aware of their joined hands. His thumb caressed her gloved palm, sending tingling sensations up her arm. Squirming a little, she stilled when he squeezed her hand encouragingly.

“Are your eyes closed?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Can you smell everything more strongly now?”

“Yes.”

“When I was in the cell, I swear I could smell the flowers if I tried hard enough. And I did try. Every day. I hoped if I recalled each detail of my home, that eventually, I’d be able to stand up from the imaginary bench and not only walk around the garden but make it all the way into the house.”

“That’s an understandable hope,” she said, her heart aching for the idea of him in confinement.

“If I’d known you, Genevieve, I would have envisioned sitting with you, exactly as we are now.”

Hearing the earl say her name with her eyes closed, with her hand clasped in his, caused another tremor through her. When he said her name, it didn’t sound silly, it sounded romantic, even sensual.

Snapping open her eyes, she leaned away from him. What was she doing? Even someone as occasionally eccentric as herself, who often flouted the conventional boundaries, knew this was going too far. She yanked her hand from his grasp, expecting him to open his eyes, but he didn’t.

The earl gasped, squeezed his eyes shut more tightly, and then, with an anguished howl, he covered his face with his hands.

Dear God, what was wrong? Jumping up, Jenny stood before him, her knees nearly touching his.

“My lord?”

“No, no, no,” he groaned. “You are not real. None of this is real.”

“Please,” she begged, crouching down. “Open your eyes. It is all real. I am here.”

He moaned loudly. “I don’t want to go back.” He lifted his hands from his face, his eyes still closed.

“Demon, are you still here? Were you ever here?” His breathing was erratic and he was shaking his head.

Realizing he had slipped back into his former hysteria only after she’d broken their contact, Jenny quickly grabbed hold of his hands with both of her own.

He stilled and almost instantly his breathing became more regular.

“I am afraid,” he whispered, and her heart melted.

“Simon,” she said his Christian name for the first time out loud. “I am real.” She squeezed his large hands. “You are home. I promise you. Please open your eyes.”

The earl said nothing more, but became visibly calmer. His face relaxed, and finally, answering her silent prayer, he opened his eyes.

Such beautiful, yet troubled blue eyes, she thought.

Looking directly at her, sadness emanated from him like the rich fragrances from the flowers he had vividly recalled while in captivity.

All at once, the earl yanked her forward, turning her so she landed firmly on his lap. He released her hands only to bury his own in her hair, tangling his fingers on either side of her head and destroying the carefully styled ringlets.

“You are real!” He lowered his head and claimed her lips.

Jenny tried to protest, but her words were muffled against his mouth. Then, when he moved against her, slanting his mouth to fit more perfectly with her own, she decided there was nothing to complain about.

His kiss was divine. Its effect sizzled through her from her head to her toes that were now curling inside her boots while he continued his sensual assault. What’s more, the heat from his thighs penetrated her day gown, warming the areas that had been chilled by the unyielding marble bench.

“You taste like sunshine,” Simon murmured against her mouth before claiming it again.

It was her turn to keep her eyes firmly closed, for Jenny found she could not lift her lids while the earl practiced his skilled kissing upon her.

When he lowered his hands from cradling her head to encircle her waist and hold her firmly, she found it only natural to slip her arms up the front of his coat and clasp her hands behind his neck, feeling the silkiness of his dark hair. Their kiss continued, and she could not think of any reason why it should ever end.

And then she heard the sound of children’s laughter, and it was coming closer.
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Chapter Eleven


Jenny’s bemused brain didn’t seem to know what to tell her body. It was Simon who lifted her from his lap to her former place on the bench before he jumped up and moved away from her. In seconds, Alice and Peter appeared.

It was the first time Jenny had seen his lordship in the presence of the children. She hoped he didn’t scare them. For her part, she resisted the impulse to lift a hand to her hair and draw attention to her disheveled appearance.

Maude Devere’s offspring came to a crashing halt when they entered the circular center of the garden and saw it already occupied.

“Oh,” squealed Alice.

Peter said nothing but stared from Jenny, whom he recognized, to the earl, who momentarily kept his back to all three of them.

“This flower is the one I meant, Miss Blackwood,” Simon said loudly, plucking a pink hollyhock in full bloom before turning to her, appearing startled by the children’s appearance.

Not a bad actor, she thought. Though he would have to be quite hard of hearing to be sincerely surprised at seeing them when he turned around.

His pretense gave way to genuine wonder. She could see it in his face. He looked, in fact, fascinated by them.

“How you’ve grown! Why, you were only up to here,” he said to Peter, holding his hand at waist level. “And you,” he said, looking at Alice, “still had leading strings.”

“Did I?” she asked. “Who are you?”

“I am Simon Devere.”

“I’m Peter Devere,” the little boy said before giving a grown-up bow.

“That’s not necessary. We’re family,” Simon insisted. “Your father …” He looked uncertainly at Jenny, and she nodded encouragingly. “Your father was my cousin and great friend.”

“I don’t remember you or him,” Alice stated and went over to sit with Jenny.

Peter, however, stood staring at the earl. “Were you with our father when he died?”

“I was.”

Jenny could see a play of emotions cross the earl’s face. Doubtless, memories were assaulting him unwillingly. Would merely thinking of Tobias Devere cause the earl to have another episode? She sent up a silent prayer for his sake that he didn’t.

Peter still stared at this unexpected man in the garden. Simon walked closer to the boy and stared down into his face.

“You are the very spit and image of your father.”

At that, the boy fairly beamed.

“He spoke about you often and with great pride,” Simon added.

“What about me?” Alice asked from where she leaned against Jenny’s side.

The earl turned to her. “You were his little angel. I’m sorry you don’t remember your father, but he thought of both of you all the time.”

Jenny’s heart ached for them. And then she remembered all at once that she had not yet told Lord Lindsey about his own father. Thankfully, the children had not said anything untoward regarding the old earl.

“Isn’t my sister here today?” she asked the children, wishing to change the topic of fathers.

“Master Cheeseface just left,” Alice said.

Jenny heard the earl softly repeat “Cheeseface?”

Peter spoke up. “Miss Margaret was here this morning.”

“Oh, yes,” Jenny should have remembered that, but she had lost all track of time being with Simon. Talking with him, touching him, being kissed by him! “Still, you shouldn’t call the man such a thing, Miss Alice.”

The little girl only giggled.

“What do you call my sister when she is not within hearing?”

Alice smiled, “Miss Pretty.”

Jenny glanced at Simon, wondering what he thought of that. After all, he had mere minutes earlier been kissing her, and she was the plainest of the Blackwoods. How much more suited to such a handsome, powerful man was Maggie? Yet, the idea of her sister forming an association with Lord Lindsey caused her distinct uneasiness. More than that.

She stood, grasping Alice’s hand as she did.

“I suppose we ought to head back to the house,” Jenny said. “I should take my leave.” She could hardly linger in the garden until the children went in and then pounce on him with news of his father’s death. Perhaps she could visit again on the pretense of telling him about his accounts.

Unable to offer Jenny his arm whilst she held Alice’s hand, Simon could only draw close on her other side and ask, “May I show you the rest of the gardens another day?”

“Yes. I would like that. To see Africa and Europe. And I will fill you in on everything I learned from the estate ledgers.”

She offered him a smile. Truthfully, she would like him to kiss her again, but that was definitely asking for trouble. Besides, it had occurred not through a genuine passion between them but due to his mental state. The poor man had only needed reassurance that he was truly in this world and not another.

With Peter and the earl falling into step behind them, Jenny and Alice led the way back along the path. They had nearly reached the veranda when she saw Ned appear from around the corner of the house. He was half walking, half trotting toward them.

“Jenny,” he called. “I’ve been looking for you.”

She felt her cheeks grow warm at his use of her given name, a man that the children and the earl did not know. So forward of her cousin. So embarrassing! Yet, by his tone, something was amiss.

“What has happened?”

Ned paused to bow to the earl, then he looked directly at her. “It’s Thunder. That wretched animal. He got spooked and practically killed George—”

Little Alice gasped, and Jenny dropped the girl’s hand, stepping forward as the earl did the same.

“Who is this George?” Simon demanded.

She glanced at him. “Our stable boy.”

Realizing she had yet to introduce the earl to her cousin, she began, but before she could say anything more, Ned added, “Your mother wants you to come home at once. I’ve brought my carriage to collect you.”

“Has the doctor been sent for?”

“Henry was dispatched there directly.”

“Our manservant,” she told Simon before he asked. Then to Ned, she said, “I need only collect my reticule from the front foyer on our way out.”

“If there is anything I can do,” Simon offered.

“That is kind of you, my lord. I’m sure we can handle it.”

Ned reached for her arm, and she let him take it.

“Also, the damned horse has gone missing,” he added.

Poor Thunder. If he had truly injured George and then run off, what would become of him? And Cook must be in a state of panic as any mother would over her son.

“Come, Ned, let us hurry.” With a nod over her shoulder toward Simon and the children, Jenny rushed away, directing him toward the back entrance rather than going around the entire house.

As soon as her cousin’s driver helped her into the brougham and secured the door behind Ned who climbed in after, he urged the horses into a fast trot. To Jenny’s dismay, her cousin remained close by her side, too close with his boney thigh and shoulder touching her own.

Sighing inwardly, she didn’t reprimand him, too grateful that between Ned and Henry, the situation that otherwise would have fallen squarely on her shoulders was already well in hand.

“When the butler said you were out in the gardens with the earl, I must confess, I was worried,” Ned said, drawing her from her private thoughts. “I was greatly relieved to see that you were escorted by two children. Unsuitable as chaperones but effective, no doubt.”

Effective, indeed! As if without the children, she and Simon could not be trusted. As if alone they might suddenly grab hold of each other simply because they were a man and a woman.

Jenny nearly snapped at Ned when she recalled precisely how easily she and the earl had gone from chatting like friends to kissing like lovers. Instantly, the flame of embarrassment leaped into her cheeks. Leaning away from Ned, she turned her face toward the carriage window.

“Honestly, Ned, I fail to see how my whereabouts or my companions are your concern.”

“That is only because we have not yet had our conversation that I requested this morning. I believe the happy conclusion of which will very much make your activities my concern.”

Jenny clucked her tongue. Thankfully, they were nearly home.

“This is hardly the time what with young George injured and my horse missing. Hardly the time,” she repeated, hoping he would take the hint and realize there would never be a good time. “I do thank you for fetching me.”

Ned plunged ahead. “I will help even more when our households are joined.”

She could see her sweet house coming into view but jumping out of the moving carriage was certainly not the best course of action.

“Our households are already joined, in a way,” she told him, still looking out the window. “After all, we’re second cousins.”

“Only by marriage,” he reminded her. “If circumstances go as hoped, you can stop being your mother’s helpmate, always at her beck and call.”

“I like helping my mother,” Jenny insisted. And her current state was far more desirable than being at Ned’s beck and call.

Nearly there. She gripped her fingers on the small brass door handle.

“Your mother should remarry. It is the natural course of things. A man marrying a woman. Don’t you agree?”

“In my mother’s case, I think it too soon after my father’s passing.”

“And in your case?” Ned asked. “Guinevere, will you—”

She nearly laughed at finding out Ned didn’t know her real name. Except this was no laughing matter.

The carriage had stopped but was still rocking when she turned the handle and thrust the door open before jumping down to the ground, shocking Ned’s footman who was still climbing sedately off the dickey.

“I must check on George. Thank you again.” With that, Jenny dashed inside, leaving Ned still in his carriage.
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Thankfully, George had, at most, a cracked rib where he’d been kicked by the horse’s hind leg. Bruised and resting, George was effusively apologetic.

Jenny tried not to think of the physician’s cost. It had been a necessary expense. She let the boy tell his story.

“One moment, Thunder was facing me, looking calm as you please, and the next, he must’ve heard a sound. He swiveled where he stood and kicked me.”

“You’re lucky it wasn’t in the face,” Cook said. She sat on the edge of the bed beside her son. “You could’ve lost an eye, my poor Georgie.”

“I’m fine, Mum. I’ll be right as rain soon. You heard the doctor.”

“He’ll be fine,” Jenny said to no one in particular because the words sounded reassuring. “But we must find Thunder before he does himself any more injury.”

Turning to her mother who stared back at her expectantly, Jenny realized that it would fall upon her to do exactly that, find the blasted horse. Henry didn’t ride, and George was not fit to do anything but rest and heal. Then there was Ned who had not even offered to go, loudly complaining that it was a fool’s errand and that the cursed horse had probably fallen into a ditch.

“And good riddance!” he’d added, making himself scarce.

She couldn’t find it in her heart to be annoyed. As it turned out, he was terrified of horses, exactly as Maisie had proclaimed days earlier, due to having been thrown when he was a boy. After all, Jenny didn’t like spiders yet she had no such excuse.

After donning a well-worn riding habit, Jenny saddled Lucy, putting a coiled rope and bridle in one saddlebag and a bunch of carrots in the other. Certain that her stable boy was in good hands, she set out alone to wander the surrounding countryside looking for Thunder.

Maggie, Eleanor, and Maisie discussed accompanying her, but she told them to stay put. The former was too feminine, in Jenny’s estimation, and unless she needed someone to flirt with Thunder or speak French to him, Maggie was useless. As for the latter, younger girls, they were too loud, always talking and laughing. They would scare Thunder before she could get within fifty yards.

Luckily, George had seen the direction in which their horse had run, and she and Lucy dutifully followed. It wasn’t terribly difficult to pick up the animal’s trail. What with his large size and cantankerous disposition, he’d broken shrubbery and crushed many plants in his path. Still, it took her long enough to find the beast that Jenny was prickling with sweat and annoyed when she finally spotted Thunder.

Relief at seeing her horse, and seeing him upright and apparently unharmed, quickly gave way to fear when she realized his predicament. Thunder had crossed a narrow stream, probably running blindly, and then come upon a rocky outcropping and a low hanging tree preventing farther passage forward. Unfortunately, the horse was clearly unwilling to re-cross the stream now that he had time to think about it.

There seemed no point in forcing docile Lucy to traverse the stream merely to join the irritable and unpredictable Thunder on a tiny patch of grass.

Dismounting, Jenny tethered Lucy to a low-hanging elm. Then she retrieved a carrot from the saddlebag and held it toward Thunder. The horse actually tilted its head, staring at her and at the offering as if she were asking a great deal of him for very little.

Whistling and calling to him for a few minutes, she finally declared defeat in keeping her feet dry. She would have to face down her own fear of traversing the stream and of staring down a horse that towered over her. Feeling inadequate to the task and beaten at the start, she knew that the one person whom she wanted to ask for help was in no position to provide it.

Thus, Jenny found herself at the edge of the stream, facing an agitated horse. Holding the carrot in front of her like a talisman of safety, Jenny lifted her skirts with her other hand and stepped into the stream. Water rushed into her riding boots.

“Thunder!” she exclaimed rather than unleash the unladylike oaths that she wished to utter. It was terribly uncomfortable, and she moved swiftly to the other side.

At her approach, the horse took a step back, coming up against a prickly branch that caused it to drum its hooves into the moist earth and toss its head.

Hesitating and feeling foolish standing there with a carrot in her hand, still she reached out to the animal. Obviously, she should have grabbed the bridle and rope instead but had thought only of soothing Thunder with a treat.

As she stepped closer, sure enough, the horse reared. From her place upon the sloping bank, Jenny thought Thunder looked larger. Terrifyingly so. She had made a miscalculation, she feared. Perhaps a costly one.

Hastily backing into the water, she considered her position. Were they at an impasse?

“Jenny!” Impossibly, the unmistakable voice of Simon Devere sounded. In no way, however, could she imagine how the Earl of Lindsey was there.

“Get out of that stream,” he commanded, “and away from that horse.”

If Ned had ridden up and said such a thing, she would have felt a flash of temper at being ordered about like a child, and then, most likely, she would have done the opposite to whatever he’d said. However, with Simon, she obediently obeyed.

In a moment, she was back on his side of the stream, watching Lord Lindsey dismount from a lovely dappled gray gelding.
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Simon looked the young woman up and down. Jenny appeared unhurt, though obviously wet and in some peril. If she’d gotten closer to that terrified animal, she could have been struck. Right on her lovely head.

“I cannot believe you came out here alone to retrieve a possibly injured and assuredly distressed horse.”

“If not I, then who?” she asked, gaping at him as if he were a spirit from the other side.

“Your friend,” the earl said. “The one who grabbed your arm and dragged you off.”

“Oh, Ned,” she said dismissively. “My cousin.”

Hearing the man who’d snatched Jenny from his midst was her cousin did nothing to eradicate Simon’s feeling of annoyance. The man had been unforgivingly forward with Jenny back at Belton Manor, then had the gall to let her attempt a perilous rescue by herself.

Obviously, this Ned person lacked every single esteemed virtue, including chivalry.

“Cousin or beau,” Simon said, “he should be here, not you.”

She shrugged. “The question is, my lord, how can you possibly be here?”

“Honestly, I hardly know myself.” He tied his horse near Lucy. “To be frank, which I feel I can be with you, when you headed away to deal with your injured stable boy and your horse, I was unprepared for the anger that overcame me.”

“Anger?”

He nodded. “Yes, at myself. Everything in me wanted to help you, yet the idea of venturing out seemed an impossible task. How ridiculous!”

“No, my lord. Not ridiculous. Not after what you’ve been through.”

“Nevertheless, the momentary depth of my own fear did, indeed, anger and then shock me. When you left me behind with the children, I realized how tired I am of being afraid, especially when I can’t determine precisely of what I am fearful. I wasted precious time standing in my room willing myself to follow you.”

“You are here now,” she said softly. “And I am exceedingly grateful.”

He brushed off her placating words. “I am not a cowardly poltroon, a nidget who lets others do what I can ably do. I am good with horses, or I used to be.”

Simon always had an affinity for equines. Riding had come naturally to him and he had gentled his fair share of horses for inclusion in his father’s stables. He hoped he still had the knack. No need to tell Jenny how he had sweat buckets and gritted his teeth until he nearly cracked them while waiting for his own horse to be saddled. He’d nearly fled to his room half a dozen times.

Once he was astride Luster, his favorite mount who seemed to know him at first sight even after three years, Simon had been relieved to find he felt perfectly at ease. He’d then ridden hell bent to her family’s cottage, only to discover she’d set out alone.

“I am truly grateful, my lord. Thunder seems bigger somehow out here in the open.” She waved her hands around, one sad limp carrot still in her grasp.

Ignoring her reasonable statement and her lovely, endearing smile, Simon went to the mare that Jenny had securely tethered and began to rummage in the closest saddlebag.

More blasted carrots! What on earth had she been thinking?

“I know you have a bridle and rope with you somewhere.”

“The other bag, my lord. I still cannot believe you are here! How on earth did you find me?”

He shot her a glance. She looked particularly attractive in the late-day sun, with a little grime on her nose and her dress plastered around her ankles showing the outline of her legs. In fact, she looked infinitely kissable, and he was counting on another opportunity in the near future to taste her sweet lips.

“Please, call me Simon. It seems we’ve become good enough friends for that, don’t you think?”

Her cheeks became infused with pink. He hadn’t meant to embarrass her. If anyone should feel embarrassed, it should be him, especially after his last emotional display in the garden.

“How did you know I had a bridle and rope?” she asked.

“Because you are a practical girl.”

“Yes, of course.”

She almost sounded as if he’d insulted her.

“How did you find me?”

From her other saddlebag, Simon pulled out a rather old, short rope, which caused him to roll his eyes, and then a worn but usable bridle.

“I’m not a military tracking expert, but this was a rather simple expedition, and your mother pointed me in the right direction. Now stay put and let me take a look at this animal.”

Making sure she nodded her agreement, for he did not want to find her suddenly at his elbow and again in harm’s way, he entered the chilly water. In moments, he’d forded the stream and found himself face to face with the unfortunate Thunder.

“You don’t look happy,” Simon muttered in soft tones. “Look at the whites of your eyes. And those are some very flared nostrils. Come on, ol’ boy. No one wants to hurt you. I only want to get you back on the other side of the scary water.”

The more he spoke, the calmer the horse became. Eventually, it lowered its head and grabbed at some green grass, ripping it from the earth and chewing.

Simon still hadn’t touched Thunder, but very slowly, he lifted his hand before the horse’s nose, making sure it saw him before he stroked it from forehead to muzzle. Then he leaned in to stroke its neck.

So far, so good.

Raising his other hand, letting the horse clearly see it, Simon brought the bridle in close and slipped it over the horse’s head. Easy as eating custard. Yet, as soon as he moved to the horse’s left side and attempted to close the buckle, it shied away. He tried again, and it jerked its head to the side, pawing at the ground.

An impasse.
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Chapter Twelve


“How is it going, my … um, Simon?” she asked.

Jenny could perfectly well see how it was going. He didn’t answer. Instead, he asked her a question.

“Tell me again what happened to this horse.”

“Something spooked him, and he kicked our stable boy.”

Simon shook his head with impatience.

“No, before that. What caused him to behave differently than he ever has?”

She tilted her head to the side. Her chestnut-colored hair, which had come undone during her ride, lay draped over one of her slender shoulders. With the last rays of the sun on her, Jenny was all warm and inviting, with those large brown eyes and gently parted lips. Lips that had been luscious and soft under his. He realized she was speaking.

“First there was the injury to his cannon, front right, as I recall.”

Simon looked down. Thunder’s leg below the knee looked healed and was properly bearing the horse’s weight though he could see by its marred hair where the injury occurred.

“Then he got his head deep into a raspberry bush. After that, he has not been the same. George and I deduced, from the way Thunder behaves, that he might have scratched his left eye.”

Simon looked at the horse. Certainly, the left eye was watering profusely, though he saw nothing that looked like infection. He brought his hand up toward it, and the animal didn’t move. When Simon’s palm got quite close, however, Thunder shied away as if entirely surprised.

“What would soothe you, beastie?”

“What did you say?” Jenny called out.

Simon considered. “I don’t suppose you have a rag or lightweight cloth?”

“There is a blanket on Lucy, under my saddle. She has boney hips and—”

“Too heavy.”

They stared at one another over the stream.

“There’s nothing for it, then.” With that, Simon shed his jacket, which he hung over a nearby branch, and then removed his collar and cuffs, which he wedged into his jacket pockets.

“My lord?” Jenny queried.

“You’re supposed to call me Simon,” he reminded her, unfastening the front of his shirt.

“You’re not supposed to be undressing,” she pointed out.

“My shirt is the perfect weight of cloth to cover Thunder’s eyes. The only other garment that might work would be if you are wearing a cotton chemise. I don’t suppose you wish to strip down to that garment.”

“Absolutely not,” she said, her tone strangled, as he finished removing his shirt and stood before her bare-chested.

Simon couldn’t help glancing at her. There was the adorable bloom that suffused her cheeks whenever certain emotions flowed through her. In his mind’s eye, he could picture her standing before him with only a cotton shift clinging to her curves.

How deeply would she blush if she knew what he was thinking?

“Anyway,” he said, bringing his thoughts back to the task at hand, “what Thunder can’t see won’t scare him.”

If only Simon could say the same about himself. Yet in truth, it was a similar issue. If his eyes were open, he needed to see clearly where he was and hang onto that reality with every fiber of his being. When he closed his eyes, if he kept them that way, he stayed safe, neither in the hellish prison in Burma, nor in the heavenly English countryside that might be unreal. With eyes shut, he existed in a place where nothing existed and nothing could be taken from him.

Clearly, Thunder needed that reprieve as well.

“Hang on, Thunder boy,” he murmured. “You’re going to like this, and that’s a promise. Just like that lovely girl standing over there made promises to me and kept them. She said she would return, and she did. She said she was real, and she is.”

Keeping up a soothing, one-sided, foolish conversation with the horse, Simon managed to tie his shirt around the horse’s head, covering its eyes and securing it in place with the sleeves. Thunder didn’t protest, nor did he try to shake off the garment.

And when Simon was finished, he fastened the bridle straps that were still dangling, attached the rope, and stepped into the stream.

“Your coat,” Jenny called out.

Ah, yes. He was still unclothed from the waist up. Glancing at her, he realized she was staring hard at him. Did she like what she saw? He wished he had the physique he’d had three years earlier. He’d been far more muscular then, from riding, boxing with Toby, and rapier practice.

Now, he was too thin, though thanks to his cook’s ministrations and his butler’s insistence that he eat, at least Simon was not the gaunt man he’d been when he’d first returned to England. His ribs were no longer clearly outlined at least.

Still, he was no prize for Jenny to dote over. He could change that. He would change that.

Turning, Simon grabbed hold of his coat from the nearby branch with his free hand. Time to test his premise. Walking again into the stream, he tugged the rope for Thunder to follow. The horse did so, barely hesitating with the smallest of startles when its front hooves touched the water. In a few moments, they’d crossed the stream and were safely on the other side.

Jenny clapped her hands softly, as if afraid to startle Thunder but obviously too excited to remain still.

“How did you do that?” she asked, looking at him as if he were God.

Admittedly, her admiration, however fleeting, felt damn good. After losing a battle, getting captured, and failing dismally at protecting Toby, helping Jenny seemed like a step in the right direction, no matter the insignificance of his success. What’s more, he had left the grounds of Belton. He was free!

“Horses are basically trusting pack animals,” he told her as he walked Thunder to a tree a few yards away from the other horses. He tied him securely and patted the animal’s smooth neck.

Turning, Simon found Jenny’s appreciative gaze still fixed upon his person. Understandably, he wanted to pull her close and feel her bountiful curves against his naked chest instead of simply eyeing her magnificent breasts surreptitiously like a schoolboy. What’s more, he wanted to claim her mouth again. This time, with his eyes open.

God, if she knew what he was thinking! That delightful blush would be a permanent stain upon her cheeks.

Shrugging into his jacket, as well as shrugging off the improper thoughts, Simon added, “Most horses will follow a leader just about anywhere. I think you are correct that Thunder’s eye is injured. He’s startling every time something that he isn’t expecting comes close, and it’s watering profusely, ruining his vision. Let’s keep the blindfold on him until we get him home. Let him rest in the darkness.”

Jenny looked at him curiously, and he knew what she was thinking: Comparing him to the wretched horse, and being quite correct.

Damnit!
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“My carriage is still at Belton,” Jenny pointed out, after Simon had successfully led Thunder behind his horse all the way back to her mother’s cottage.

For her part, Jenny had ridden at the front of their procession on sweet Lucy. Though very much aware of the shirtless man following behind her, she had tried to keep up a normal conversation.

Nevertheless, even while chatting, her thoughts kept drifting to the vivid memory of his bare torso, something she’d never seen before. Not any man’s.

The earl was thinner than he ought to be, Jenny noted, yet he had a very fine form. Moreover, she’d been fascinated by his flat brownish-pink nipples and the dusting of tawny hair that curled in the center of his chest and headed downward toward the waistband of his trousers, leading her thoughts to what lay below!

When they’d arrived at her home, her family, particularly Eleanor, were overjoyed to see Thunder. All except for her cousin.

“He should be shot,” Ned said upon exiting the house and seeing the horse. Then he took an exaggerated second look upon seeing Simon’s shirt around the horse’s eyes.

Swiveling his gaze to the earl and taking note that his lordship wore nothing beneath his coat, a frown settled across her cousin’s brow.

“That’s rather irregular, I do say,” Ned avowed, his tone almost one of complaint.

“His lordship helped tremendously,” Jenny said, addressing her mother and ignoring Ned entirely. Shot, indeed!

However, Eleanor was clearly worried. “Oh, please don’t say Thunder has to be put down.”

Before Jenny could do more than glare at Ned, Simon answered for her.

“Of course, not.” The earl approached her mother. “If I may advise you, Lady Blackwood, this animal needs a veterinarian to look at its eye. There may be something embedded though hopefully it is merely a scratch that will heal. In the meantime, unless you have a proper set of blinders, a lightweight feed sack should do to keep it calm. Far better than my shirt. It ought to have its head covered at all times.”

“I fail to see how that will help,” Ned said.

Jenny was in no mood to argue. Simon had been quite right. Ned should have helped her rather than pouting in his room. In her parlor!

Though on second thought, she certainly wouldn’t have wanted to receive an eyeful of her cousin without his shirt!

This time, Simon did respond directly to Ned. “The poor vision in Thunder’s left eye is causing the animal to become increasingly skittish.” Then the earl fixed her cousin with a hard stare. “Quite frankly, it was dangerous for Miss Blackwood to be out there recovering the animal. I’m surprised that she was allowed to, nay, forced to.”

Jenny watched Ned swallow. Duly reprimanded, he had nothing more to add.

Simon spoke again to her mother. “Since you are now lacking a stable boy and, clearly, shorthanded when it comes to help,” he shot Ned another disparaging glance, “I will tend to the animal and get him to his stall. After that, I can send assistance from Belton to help out until George—it is George, isn’t it?—until he is up and around. Meanwhile, I will send for the veterinarian that my family has used for years. He is an excellent animal doctor.”

Thus, it was that Lord Lindsey ended up acting as their stable boy. Once Thunder was back in his stall with a feedbag on his head, and Lucy had been stabled with fresh oats and water, then Jenny reminded Simon of her family’s carriage, which still remained at his estate.

“I shall deliver your carriage to you first thing in the morning,” he said.

“Oh, no, my lord,” she protested. “I can walk to the manor and retrieve it myself.”

The smile he offered her seemed like a warm bath. What’s more, it silenced her as she took in his handsome face.

“Miss Blackwood, there is no need for you to worry. You’ve done enough as it is. Let me handle this one small task for you.” He held her gaze for a long moment, until she nodded, thrilled to her toes at his offer.

Then turning to Jenny’s mother, he said, “You have a remarkable daughter, and I am very pleased to have made her acquaintance. And all of your acquaintances, of course.”

“Thank you, my lord. Will you stay for our evening meal?”

“That’s very kind, but I will not impose unexpectedly.” And with a bow to Jenny’s mother and nods to the rest of her family, he took his leave. Only his glance to Jenny indicated his desire for her to follow him as he led his dappled gray to the road.

“I will send for the vet at once. I hate to think that your horse is in pain needlessly. If there’s something under the lid or even, God forbid, in his eye, this man will flush it out. Even if there is some vision loss, Thunder’s nature should return to normal after that.”

With the only blight upon her happiness being the size of the veterinarian’s cost, she felt blessed indeed.

“May I confess, my lord, though I don’t wish ill on Thunder or George, for that matter, I see the benefit in what has happened today.”

He cocked his head in an endearing fashion.

“Meaning, Jenny?”

“Meaning you are here, where a few hours earlier I would have wagered my soul you could not possibly be. If I may say, my lord, I am quite proud of you.”

To her delight, the Earl of Lindsey blushed profusely before bidding her a good evening and riding away.
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If he could do one impossible task, he could do another, he reasoned. He’d left the manor, left the grounds of Belton itself, and made Jenny proud. Now, he stood beside his bed, staring at it.

Glancing over at his favorite chair, which had, in a way, also become his most despised chair, he released a large sigh.

Genevieve Blackwood had done it! She had got him to go outside, and not merely into his own garden but out to rescue that bloody unfortunate horse. The thought of her needing him had compelled him to overcome the paralysis of his own fear and to bolt after her. He still could hardly credit that he’d ridden Luster.

Thank God he’d found her and the horse! Even now, though, anxiety trickled down his spine at what he’d done, but he had done it. What’s more, he was determined he would not ever lock himself in his room again for being outdoors was far preferable to being indoors. He knew he wouldn’t walk beneath an arbor and find himself imprisoned in his cell. He felt no fear that he might doze off while riding his horse and end up covered in rats. It was a miracle! All due to Jenny.

But the cursed bed! And sleep. Those were another matter altogether. They practically ensured a swift return to his cell, and he honestly wasn’t sure he was strong enough to survive if he went back. Not after experiencing the joys of his home again and the pleasantries he’d felt with one particular woman.

Finally, feeling like a coward, he snatched up the same poetry book of Burns, lit three lamps, and sat in his chair to read through the night. Hours later, when he awakened on the dirt floor of his cell, he nearly wept. Going home had been a cruel dream. Riding his horse hadn’t really happened.

Bitterly, he waited for the noise of the rats to assault his ears just as their claws and teeth would assault his skin if he wasn’t vigilant. Yet he heard nothing. It was strangely quiet. Where was Toby? Lifting his head enough to glance around the dimly lit cell, he saw his cousin propped against the far wall, unmoving. Suspicion grew that something was wrong with Toby, something Simon already knew and didn’t want to face.

“Speak,” he tried to scream to his cousin, but he couldn’t make a sound. Not wanting to face whatever was bubbling up to the surface from deep in his pool of memories, Simon lay his cheek back down on the floor.

Then he heard the guard coming and all his senses perked up. If he could kill the guard, he could prevent anything bad from happening. He could save Toby. Or was it too late?
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Jenny was on tenterhooks all morning. When would their little yellow gig be returned? Would Simon come himself? Most likely not. He would send a footman to return the carriage and walk back to the manor.

After glancing out the upstairs window for the hundredth time, she sat back on her bed.

“Drats!” Extremely tired of her own impatience and her futile thoughts, she picked up the book she’d been unable to read for the past hour. If only she could take a walk. However, she was practically imprisoned in her room. If she ventured downstairs, Ned was sure to assail her with an invitation to speak privately. Even if she slipped from the house, she knew with certainty he would follow her.

Blessedly, Maggie had brought her a muffin and a pot of tea before she’d had to leave on foot for her duty at the manor. Jenny knew it was wrong but couldn’t deny a surge of envy for her sister. She tried not to imagine the earl, whom she almost thought of as her earl, encountering Maggie in his home. With Simon’s newfound strength and willpower, he might decide to check in on the children with whom he had seemed enchanted the day before. How easy would it be for him to fall for the most beautiful Blackwood sister?

Jenny vowed it had been worth the wait when instead of a footman delivering her family’s gig, Simon arrived in his own carriage.

“I thought we could go reclaim yours together,” he told her, standing, hat-in-hand on the cottage doorstep.

She grinned at him as she collected her bonnet and gloves, feeling almost breathless with delight. The Earl of Lindsey had come calling to collect her and had clearly gone out of his way to do so. After all, he could have sent a servant.

In no time, Simon had helped her onto the plush and polished leather seat of his sporty tilbury. They delayed only long enough for Cook to hurry out the door after them clutching a basket with a cloth over it. After having this thrust into her arms, Jenny found herself whisked away from home, her bonnet ribbons blowing in the breeze.

It was a far more enjoyable ride back to Belton with the earl than it had been coming from the manor with her cousin the day before. Though Jenny wouldn’t have minded feeling Simon’s thigh or shoulder against her own, like a gentleman, he stayed on his side of the carriage seat.

For her part, preoccupied by their close proximity, she kept imagining turning her face toward him. He would only need to lean down slightly to be able to kiss her again.

Sighing loudly, for if she were honest, another kiss was what she most desired at that moment, she nearly missed his concerned words.

“Do not despair,” he said, mistaking her sigh. “I am sure your horse can be rehabilitated and restored to its former nature. It needs only a gentle hand and a kind, understanding soul to oversee its recovery.”

At his words, Jenny did turn her face toward the man seated beside her. The earl’s intense expression made her consider what he had said. There was no doubt in her mind he was speaking about himself as much as about Thunder.

“I’m sure he will be fine,” she offered. “He has already made incredible progress.”

Simon rested his forearms on his thighs, holding the reins loosely. A smile played about his mouth.

Clearly, he knew she meant him, and just as clearly, he was not bothered by it.

“As I said, an understanding soul.”

Jenny accepted his compliment. Helping came easily to her, and there was something in this man that called to her womanly heart, drawing sympathy from her without pity.

No, he was too formidable a man to pity.

“I don’t know how the scratch to your horse’s eye will heal,” Simon broke into her musing, “but even if he never properly regains his vision, if you accustom him to blinders, he will be far happier.”

“I fear I would still be stuck in the stream had you not come to my rescue.”

Dear God, now she was flirting shamelessly. Of course she would not still be standing in the water unless she were an absolute ninny.

“I have every faith that you would have found a solution. What with your tempting carrots and your frayed rope.”

They both laughed, and any awkwardness of the morning dissipated.

“I took the liberty of sending for the vet today, and I will be honored if you’ll allow me to pay for him.”

Jenny shook her head. “You have done too much already. And I do truly thank you for everything you did yesterday. We shall pay for our own horse’s care.”

She heard Simon sigh. “You are stubborn. And you do not need to thank me. We are far from even in good deeds performed.”

Lifting a hand, he softly brushed her cheek with his knuckles, then along her jawline.

“Oh, goodness,” Jenny murmured as heat suffused her cheeks and her entire body seemed to warm.

His eyes widened. “What is amiss?”

“I’m certain my face is already red as a beetroot and most unbecoming.”

Turning away, she broke the disturbing contact, staring toward the gully beside the rude country road.

“Jenny,” he said softly.

She didn’t look at him, and indeed, she did feel as stubborn as he’d accused her of being. Where Maggie could perpetrate a delightful dusting of color on her high cheekbones, Jenny feared she had two large red apples for cheeks.

“Genevieve,” he implored, his voice low and husky to her ears.

She nearly smiled, realizing he was teasing her. However, when Simon gently grasped her chin and brought her head around to face him, she sobered entirely. His intense, scrutinizing expression stole her breath.

The horse had stopped at his command. There she sat, in an open-air carriage in the middle of the road, hardly able to breathe and utterly unable to move.

“No,” he said, shaking his head slowly yet never breaking eye contact.

“No?” she repeated, feeling as if she had cotton wool between her ears rather than a brain. All she could do was look into his piercing gray-blue eyes, entirely captivated by his gaze.

“You are not at all unbecoming, nor does your face resemble a beet in any way. You have a perfectly delectable bloom on your cheeks to rival the sweet pink blush of England’s fairest roses.”

His thumb and fingers held her still.

She saw the flare in his blue depths, felt a responding surge of desire in herself. Undeniably, she was quite prepared, even eager, when he leaned toward her and kissed her.
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Chapter Thirteen


Relishing the firmness of his mouth upon her own, Jenny nearly started to hum with pleasure. Though not the desperate, grappling kiss of their garden encounter, yet for all its gentleness, this kiss was entirely thrilling.

“Mm,” she murmured against his mouth, before feeling the tip of his tongue trace the joining of her lips. Simon was like a sensual siege and she, the castle whose gatekeeper desperately wanted to open the gates.

Unhesitatingly, she parted her lips. He slid his tongue inside her mouth and tasted her.

Her hands fluttered up from her lap and the basket she still held. Clasping him behind the neck, she experienced everything he offered. Such pleasure!

Excruciating sensations of desire—for she’d read enough novels to know what this was—flowed through her, like golden honey across warm bread.

He released her chin, attempting to lay claim to her body, but the basket lay between them.

“What is in that infernal basket?” he demanded, picking it up and placing it at their feet. Yet, when he pressed his large, warm palm against her ribs, directly below the swell of her bosom, she couldn’t form a thought or speak a word. While sweeping his thumb upward toward her left breast, his fingers dug gently into her many layers of cotton and silk.

For her part, Jenny wished the earl had nothing on beneath his coat as the day before. How easily she could draw her gloved hand from behind his neck, down past his collarbone, and slip it across the naked chest she’d glimpsed yesterday. In her fantasy, however, she wore no gloves and stroked him with her bare hands. If only she could feel whether the curls she’d viewed sprinkled across his chest were soft or coarse. If only …

When their kiss ended, Simon rested his forehead against hers for a mere moment, and she could feel him breathing as hard as she was. When he sat back, releasing her, he broke all contact except for the intimate gaze they still shared.

“Are you terribly offended?” he asked.

At first, she couldn’t reason past the roaring of her blood, certain he could hear the loud thumping of her heart. Still, he waited for an answer.

“I don’t think I am.” It was true. Jenny knew she ought to slap his handsome face for taking liberties. Moreover, propriety dictated that she jump from the carriage and race for the nearest home to demand sanctuary.

Instead, she smiled slightly. “Should I be?”

He threw back his head and laughed. Then he picked up the reins where they rested across his strong, lean thighs, and with a swift movement, got the horse moving once again.

“No, you should not. I meant no disrespect at all. Precisely the opposite. I hold you in the highest esteem and meant only to pay tribute. It is only because of you, and Thunder, that I was able to sally forth this morning. Think of that.”

Her small smile became a large grin, and she faced forward again.

“It was quite an agreeable tribute,” Jenny allowed.

They remained in companionable silence after that.

Back at the manor, her carriage was precisely where she’d left it, though currently without a horse attached.

As Simon gave her his hand and helped her down, stable boys came at once to unharness the chestnut mare. Another two led away the lightweight tilbury toward the carriage house. Yesterday, the same boys had gawked at their lord in his strange state of undress, though they were too well-trained to say anything.

Drawing aside one of the lads, Simon instructed him, “After you get my horse rubbed down, go to Miss Blackwood’s home. You are to assist with their horses until they dismiss you. You may ride Luster.”

She could see by the stable boy’s shining eyes that riding Luster was a treat for him.

“It is the small stone house just past Norman’s Corner,” Jenny told him.

“Yes, Miss. I know the place. George is your stable boy.”

She nodded. “Yes. He has sustained an injury but should be well soon.”

“Yes, Miss,” he said again and hurried off to finish his duties so he could leave.

“That was very kind of you.”

“Will you take a refreshment with me on the terrace?” When he chuckled at his own words, she tilted her head.

“What is funny, my lord?”

“Merely, the extreme civility and properness of such an invitation after you’ve spent hours in my room, it strikes me as nearly absurd.”

She shrugged and laced her arm through his. “We are friends, as you said.”

Instead of entering the house, they took the long way around, through the side garden opposite the stables.

“Your cousin is a useless toad,” Simon said unexpectedly and with enough ire to surprise her, though she couldn’t argue with him.

Having been taught not to speak ill of people, particularly family, she remained silent.

“I cannot stomach such a man,” the earl continued. “You could have been hurt.”

“Ned is only visiting, and most likely didn’t think it his place to interfere.” She forbore mentioning her cousin’s fear of horses. Why humiliate him further?

Still, the earl’s mouth nearly dropped to his chest. “Interfere? Are you saying that is what I did?”

Jenny rushed to respond. “Oh, no, my lord. Your assistance was invaluable. And I am beyond grateful.”

Was that a gleam appearing in his blue eyes?

“How grateful? And stop calling me ‘my lord.’ I’ve given you leave to use my name, so use it.”

“Exceedingly grateful. Thank you, Simon.” That one word, his name, struck her as intensely intimate.

He smiled broadly at her. “Your cheeks are quite pink again. What are you thinking?”

Curse her fair complexion and tendency to blush! Yet, she did not have to tell him anything about her thoughts. Luckily, he didn’t press her for a response. Instead, on the terrace, he drew out a wrought-iron chair with a soft cushion upon it and gestured for her to sit. After he’d taken a seat, Binkley appeared.

“Lemonade,” Simon requested. “And if you have any biscuits.”

“Of course, my lord.” However, the butler didn’t hurry off to do his master’s bidding. Instead, he hovered a moment until Jenny looked up at him, shading her eyes in the sun to see the man’s face.

Was he widening his eyes? And then scrunching up his face? What on earth?

Simon noticed the man dawdling. “That will be all, Binkley.”

“Yes, my lord.”

This time, there was no mistaking the intense, pleading look the butler gave Jenny, even gesturing with his head toward Simon before he withdrew.

She was not going to be let off the hook, not by the staff. Yet, was this really the time and place.

Coward! she admonished herself. Was any time a good time?

“I think he likes you,” Simon interrupted her inner war.

“A very devoted servant, isn’t he?” Jenny offered. How to begin?

“He has been with us for as long as I can recall. My father hired Binkley after he got out of the king’s service.” Pausing, musing, he looked out at the gardens. “My father has always been very good at choosing staff.”

And there was the beginning she needed.

“Your father … is … was … That is, are you close to him?”

He shot her a puzzled expression. After a moment, he looked away. “Yes. Like many fathers and sons, I suppose. Were you close with yours?”

No, she didn’t want to talk about her father but his.

“Well, I loved him. And he seemed like a good father, right up to the end. As I mentioned, it turned out he was in a bit of financial trouble.” This was not helping. They were straying farther from the topic.

Simon nodded. “Still the worth of a man’s bank accounts is not all there is to a man.” He reached out and patted her hand as if consoling her. “Baron Blackwood had three daughters who seem to be smart and lovely, and that is his legacy.”

Jenny was perfectly at peace with her rather careless father. That was not the issue.

“Yes, but, Simon, about your father. The earl. The old earl. That is, Lord Lindsey. Or rather formerly—”

“You are trying to tell me that my father is dead.” His tone was flat, unemotional, unexpected. Resigned.

She quickly covered his hand with hers, making a layering of their hands. He looked at them all pressed together on the table, then lifted his gaze to her eyes.

“You knew?” she asked, her voice low and soft.

He nodded. “He would have come to me the moment I set foot on the property, no matter my state. I suspected it. I didn’t want to ask though. I could almost believe he was simply away. I went to his rooms one evening, very late, and found everything shrouded in sheets.”

“I’m sorry.”

Just then, Mr. Binkley arrived with a maid who carried a silver tray of refreshments. Worry was etched upon the older man’s face, but in his hands was her basket.

“Another reason to stay isolated,” Simon added. “I didn’t want to hear anyone from the outside call me Lord Lindsey.”

The butler flinched but didn’t speak until Simon spoke to him directly. “Binkley, old man, I thank you for your careful attention to my feelings along with everything else.”

“Yes, my lord,” the butler said as if Simon had commented on the weather. However, Jenny noticed the man’s jaw tense and knew he was not unaffected. “Will there be anything else, my lord?”

And the only outward demonstration of sentiment was that Mr. Binkley set down his small burden and hurried off even before Simon could answer.

“Did he ask you to tell me?”

“Yes.”

“Kind of him,” he murmured. Then he noticed the basket. “Not that again. What in God’s name is in there?”

Laughing, Jenny slipped her hands free from his and pushed the offering toward him. One of the stable boys must have found it on the floor of the carriage.

“It’s for you.”

He frowned at her a little suspiciously. Then lifting the cloth cover, he peeked inside. Reaching in, he withdrew a porcelain covered dish and placed it on the table before him. He took another look and noticed a single silver spoon. Looking suddenly like a little boy at Christmas, Jenny nearly blurted out the surprise.

He lifted the lid and his expression became one of absolute wonder. Slowly, without taking his eyes off the contents of the dish, he set the lid aside.

“Is that …?”

“It is.”

Without another word, he picked up the spoon. Then with lightning speed, he thrust it into the very center of the apple Charlotte and shoveled in a massive mouthful. And then another. Simon closed his eyes, causing Jenny a momentary fear that he would lapse into a state of terror. He chewed, savored, and swallowed. Then he snapped his lids open and looked at her.

“It’s positively wondrous. Would you like some?”

She shook her head, unable to conceive of depriving him of a single morsel.

But he insisted, spooning some more up, he held it out to her.

“Taste,” he commanded.

Because she could see that it would please him to share with her, she leaned toward him and let him feed her. It was one of Cook’s most heavenly desserts. Swallowing, she sighed.

“Thank you, but I insist you eat the rest.”

Staring at her, his gaze fell to her mouth. Raising his hand, he wiped the corner of her lips, coming away with a drop of thick custard on his thumb. This, he lifted to his own mouth and licked away.

Jenny’s mouth went dry. Good God but he was an attractive man. She wanted to be that drop of custard encountering his tongue. At the same time, she was fascinated by the idea of licking his thumb herself.

Clearly, he knew his effect on her, for he offered her a wicked grin before focusing on finishing the rest of the dessert.

God bless his stomach, she thought, after he finished about four portions’ worth. Hopefully someone in the manor knew enough to give him some mint tea later if he felt an ache. When he was done, he sat back in his chair.

“You listened and remembered. Thank you.”

His words warmed her from her toes to her heart. It was rather easy to make him happy, and it pleased her to do so.

“You’re most welcome. I’ll tell Cook that you approved.”

For a few moments they were silent, looking out at the gardens in full bloom.

“I reclined on the bed last night,” Simon’s voice drifted toward her softly. “To sleep.”

The import was not lost on her. Could she ask him a personal question? Would he mind? She thought not.

“How did you fare? Did you sleep well?”

Simon didn’t hesitate to answer. “No, not well at all. In truth, I ended up in a heap on the floor.”

Gasping, she raised a hand to her mouth. “Were you injured?”

“Only my pride. I was grateful for the floor’s assistance in awakening me.”

She had to stifle a laugh, only because he was clearly comfortable telling her, even making a jest of the whole thing.

“Are you going to try again?” she asked, taking a sip of the forgotten lemonade.

He shot her a glance from under his lashes.

“Are you envisioning me in bed, Genevieve?”

She coughed, choking on the chilled tart beverage.

“No, my lord,” she said when at last she could speak.

“Pity.”
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Two hours later, after they had talked of everything and nothing, she stood. “I must get home before the next crisis befalls my family. Also, I’ll give Maggie a ride, as she hates the long walk.”

“Long walk? From here to your cottage? Why, I could sprint it in five minutes. Or I could have. Before.”

Before! No doubt, a part of him would always divide life betwixt the years before he’d been held captive and after. He was, as she’d noted, a little thin. Yet, if the way he wolfed down Cook’s dessert was any indication, Jenny had no doubt he would fill out his clothing again in no time.

Not that his filling out was any of her business.

What were they talking about? Maggie …

“Nonetheless, it’s different when one is wearing impractical footwear, as our Maggie. She has a fondness for soft slippers, more suited to a parquet ballroom than a country road.”

“Let’s go find her then. I’m sure she’ll be glad of your gig to take her home.”

In fact, Jenny’s middle sister was thrilled to be rescued from the last half hour of tutoring, not even minding that Lord Despair, himself, stood there in the doorway.

After curtsying deeply to the earl, Maggie looked him directly in the eye. “I understand you saved our horse and did so bare-chested, my lord. Bravo!”

Jenny wanted to slap her own forehead, and then slap Maggie’s. One didn’t say “bravo” to a peer of the realm.

However, Simon only laughed. “That was an unintentional consequence, I assure you.”

Jenny sought to catch her sister’s eye and get her moving toward the carriage before she said anything else embarrassing. However, Maggie surprised her by an expression of gravity.

“I wish to offer you my sincere gratitude, my lord, for your generous sponsorship of my sister, Eleanor, and myself. This means a great deal to us and also to our mother.”

He gave a wonderfully deep bow that removed the hint of charity from his gift and turned it into a token of respect. Jenny watched as the earl and her sister smiled at one another.

Oh, dear. The green-eyed monster was swishing around Jenny’s skirts again. Maggie looked perfection itself, even in an ordinary day dress of pale blue with her thick, caramel-colored hair braided effortlessly over one shoulder. And, of course, Simon was her equal in his gray pants and waistcoat, his crisp white shirt and perfectly tied cravat.

Suddenly, Jenny felt every bit the plain sister who had been easily tossed aside by a viscount. Her feelings, nay, her strong reactions to Simon’s touch should warn her she was delving into deep waters in which she had no business swimming. After all, he was the Earl of Lindsey.

“Your sister is my new and very good friend,” Simon told Maggie.

His words permeated Jenny’s thoughts, which had been spiraling with doubt. When Simon’s gaze caught hers, they shared a smile, and she let go of her misgivings. His friendship was a great gift she’d never expected when being forced to move to the country.

Not caring how she blushed in front of her sister, Jenny felt instantly lighthearted. Even more so when he said to her, “I hope you will come again soon. We still need to go over the ledgers.”

“Yes, my lord,” she agreed. “Of course.”

As soon as the three of them appeared in the courtyard, with a gesture from Simon, one of the stable boys brought out the Blackwood’s old Cleveland Bay and harnessed him swiftly and efficiently to their carriage. It was difficult not to notice how the horse’s coat shone. Someone had even waxed its hooves.

“The Bay’s had a night of pampering,” Maggie remarked. “His mane is nearly as glossy as mine.”

Jenny rolled her eyes at her irrepressible sister.

As the old horse waited docilely, Simon helped first Maggie and then Jenny into the gig. She noticed he managed to also touch her arm and then her waist in his efforts. She was greatly aware of each place where the earl’s hands branded her. In fact, her body seemed to sizzle under her clothing.

What was wrong with her?

“Jenny.” Her name on his lips sounded equally as intimate.

“Yes?”

“You are incredibly helpful in a crisis. I would be happy to have you by my side if and whenever disaster strikes.”

Goodness! What could he mean by saying that? In London, during the Season, that would practically be a proposal.

“Thank you,” she managed and flicked the reins to get moving as her sister elbowed her excitedly in the ribs.

Halfway down the long drive, Jenny, like the biblical Lot’s wife, could not resist looking back. Simon Devere still watched her, his arms at his sides, his head cocked slightly. She couldn’t tell for sure, but she had a feeling he was wearing one of his charmingly boyish smiles.
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Watching her leave, a sinking sensation rolled through him. Nervous energy assaulted his body as she completely disappeared from his sight. This young woman had become important to him. He couldn’t deny it.

The smart, capable Jenny made him feel safe. How outrageous! A slip of a thing. However, it was blatantly true. Her lovely eyes held him captive in this world more strongly than any bamboo bars could. His anxiety fled at the sound of her voice and the touch of her hand. Yes, he very much enjoyed the touch of her hand.

“My lord!”

Simon turned to see his butler hurrying toward him.

“Thank goodness I’ve found you.”

“I was not lost, Binkley. I assure you.”

The butler stopped in his tracks, then realized he was making a jest. “Of course, my lord, it’s only that …”

“That I’m normally right under foot, precisely where you can find me.”

Binkley stayed silent.

Simon supposed he should be grateful his servant cared about him to such a degree. Binkley had been holding everything together above and beyond his post.

“You wanted to speak with me about something important, didn’t you? And I put you off the other day.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Then let us do that now.”

“Yes, my lord. I will meet you in your chamber.”

Simon was loath to go indoors, yet he could hardly set up camp outside. No doubt his butler would feel the need to commit him to an asylum if he did that. Still, he could avoid his room until bedtime.

“No. The library, where Miss Blackwood usually works.”

Binkley merely raised an eyebrow. “In that case, my lord, everything I want to show you is already there.”

A half hour later, Simon almost wished he’d told Binkley that he would wait to hear about the accounts when Jenny came back. Of course, he grasped the larger problem—a distinct siphoning of their capital—though it would take more time to understand the details that Jenny had uncovered. And even though he now knew the gist of it, he looked forward to her explaining what she thought it all meant. Meanwhile, the pit of his stomach felt like a raven was clawing at his innards.

All factual signs pointed to Toby embezzling money and sending it … where? Obviously, he couldn’t ask his dead cousin, the man he called a great friend. Yet, he could ask his widow.

Maude Devere was in residence in his home. Uninvited. Perhaps she would pay for her keep by explaining a few things to him. Besides, it was time he spoke with her about the unauthorized sale of Jonling Hall.
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Chapter Fourteen


“There you are, Cousin,” Ned’s voice was too close. “I was starting to think you were hiding from me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Jenny said from her hiding place in the branches of their crabapple tree. “I often come up here to … to read.”

Unfortunately, she had no book with her, and even Ned was sure to notice that.

“And sometimes just to keep an eye on Thunder. I can see if he’s going to bother Lucy or the old Bay.”

“May I help you down?” he asked as if her being in a tree was perfectly reasonable.

Realizing after breakfast that Ned was looking for her, and fearing he would follow her if she walked anywhere, Jenny had climbed instead. She’d desperately needed a break from the accounts that Henry had brought her, which would keep her busy for at least a day. However, half an hour had gone by, and her backside was beginning to ache.

“Yes, please do,” she said.

He raised his hands up to hers, and she failed to see how that would help her. Was he going to catch her?

Half sliding, half jumping, Jenny ended up plastered against Ned whose arms closed around her instantly like a vice. Pushing against his narrow chest with both hands, she dared not look into his face lest he take the opportunity to kiss her. That prospect sent a rush of revulsion coursing through her.

“Thank you,” she mumbled, staring down to where their bodies touched and hoping her gratitude was all he wanted, though in truth, she felt none at all. She simply wanted him to leave her alone.

Instead, he held on.

“Jenny, I should very much like to speak privately with you about a matter of grave importance to us both.”

Christ! He was a determined soul, for certain. She struggled another moment. He was also stronger than he looked!

“I will discuss nothing,” she assured him, still not raising her face, “not while you have me imprisoned and detained.”

She was about to stamp on his booted foot when he released her. She tried to step back but came up against the tree trunk. If it were Simon keeping her between his body and a tree, she would have had no problem with it. In fact, she would not have demanded to be released in the first place.

That unexpected wayward thought brought the familiar heat to her cheeks.

“Dear Cousin, I consider your blush a pretty marker of your female mind, but you have nothing to be embarrassed about. True, I may have seen your ankle while you were in that tree, but I hope to see far more of you in the future.”

Not if she had anything to say about it. Luckily, she had a lot to say about it!

“The way you held me was not very gentlemanly,” she admonished him. Perhaps if she became more disagreeable, he would turn his attentions elsewhere. Maybe toward Maggie, though she could hardly wish him on her sister. “I do not wish to have a discussion or think on matters of grave importance. I have work to do. Henry brought the apothecary’s ledgers yesterday evening.”

She tried to push past him, but Ned held his ground, forcing her to stand still and stay put.

“That’s partly why I am sure you will rejoice at what I have to say. As soon as we agree, you won’t need to ever look at numbers again, unless they’re our household accounts.”

She swallowed. “What do you mean ‘our’ accounts?”

Of course she knew what he meant, and she also knew that disagreeability was not the way to navigate these murky waters. Neither by her nature, nor by her common sense. If humiliated, Ned could certainly make life uncomfortable for her sisters when they got to London. The ton would be sniffing the air like dogs at a hunt as soon as any of the tarnished Blackwoods returned for a Season.

Perhaps Ned might be made to depart while remaining on cordial terms.

“Our marital accounts,” Ned said, a small smile crossing his lips. “In our home in Falkirk. Guinevere, I am asking for your hand.” He took that opportunity to grasp hold of her right one in both of his.

Instantly, she tried to pull it free, but he held firm, his hold as strong as any trapper’s snare.

“Since you have no father,” he continued, “I cannot ask him. I can speak with your mother, if you insist, but I am not sure her permission is needed, nor is her opinion on the matter relevant.”

What an ass! Sighing, Jenny closed her eyes and looked to the sky. Too late for prayer, she feared. Sure enough, when she opened her eyes, he was still standing there and still holding her hand captive. What could she do?

“You know I have no dowry.”

“None at all?” Ned questioned, his ardor slightly cooled. At least she hoped so.

“Absolutely none. Not a cent.” She nearly smiled.

He hesitated, then to her amazement, he said, “I didn’t think you did though I had hoped for some small pittance. That is quite all right.”

Her mouth opened slightly. Perhaps Ned wasn’t quite as mercenary and boorish as she had thought. After all, if he wanted her despite her penniless state, then he must truly have affection for her. More’s the pity that she could not return his regard.

Then he added, “I imagine you’ve made a pretty penny with your bookkeeping, not to mention what the earl paid you. As your new benefactor, Lord Lindsey will probably give you something more for a dowry, too. Whatever you have, it will be enough to bring to our marriage and turn over to me when I am your husband, Lord Darrow.”

A shock of anger raced up Jenny’s spine resulting in a torrent of words that she couldn’t have stopped even if she’d wanted to.

“I have made that money, every pretty penny as you say, for my family. What’s more, we live on that money. The food you’ve been eating has been paid for with that money. Our servants are paid with that money. The physician has been paid, as will the veterinarian, with that money. I am not saving it in a hope chest like a moon-eyed girl.”

Finally, while he stood there surprised by her vehemence, she was able to yank her hand free.

“And if I were, I certainly wouldn’t hope for a man like you to be my husband. You shall have to find another way to become a baron. You won’t be stealing my father’s title through me! By the way, my name is Genevieve!”

With that, she pushed past him and ran into the house, not stopping until she was upstairs safe in her room.

Almost immediately all sorts of commotion occurred, followed predictably by Ned’s loud voice and then the shrieking of Maisie and Eleanor. After banging noises in the room next door, no doubt as Ned’s sister—or more likely, the Blackwood maid—packed Maisie’s things, there was then more thumping as someone dragged the trunk down the stairs. Though Jenny didn’t hear the front door open, she couldn’t miss it being slammed shut.

A few moments later, Maggie and Eleanor raced into the room.

“What did you say to dear Cousin Neddy?” Maggie’s saucy tone was laced with delight as she crossed her arms and leaned against the oak wardrobe.

Eleanor was crying openly, dramatically, as only a fourteen-year-old could do and sunk onto the end of the bed as if melting.

Jenny didn’t lift her head off the pillow. Lighter footsteps heralded her mother who sat on the bed beside her in the crowded room.

“The Darrows have left,” Anne said without a hint of sarcasm, though she had to know that everyone in the house, including Cook and even the stable boy had heard their departure. “Ned seemed rather infuriated by you, from what I could tell.”

Jenny wanted to apologize to all of them for the uncomfortable scene that had occurred because of her. Yet she could not. She had always done her best for each member of her family, and she was sorry for Eleanor losing her friend. She was sorry for any distress the abrupt and ugly departure had caused her mother, but she would not say she was sorry that Ned had departed.

“He asked me to marry him,” she began. She paused as Maggie barked out a laugh, Eleanor gasped, and her mother merely nodded.

“I feared he might,” Jenny admitted, “and I was trying to stay away from him so he could not speak the words. However, he cornered me like an animal. He was rude and insufferable.”

Anne patted her hand, and Eleanor dried her tears on her skirt.

“It didn’t sound as though you tried very hard to let him down gently,” Maggie said, her eyes sparkling with mirth.

“No,” Jenny told them all. “In the end, I lost my temper, and it was far easier than I thought to tell him no. He only wanted to trade up from his Scottish ‘sir’ to Father’s baronetcy anyway and style himself Lord Darrow.”

“That makes our dinner engagement much easier to attend, then,” Anne said. “We can all fit in one carriage.”

Jenny sat up at last. “What engagement, Mummy?”

“While you were in the garden giving Ned the glove, as my mother would say, I received this from Belton Manor.” She pulled a piece of crisp cream-colored paper from her waistband.

“Tomorrow night, we are to dine with the earl.”

Eleanor perked up tremendously. “How exciting! I am going to pick out my dress now in case it needs mending.” With that, and apparently quite over the loss of Maisie, she dashed from the room.

Maggie raised a beautifully sculpted eyebrow. “The four of us are dining with Lord Despair?”

Her mother didn’t correct her middle daughter. “The invitation was for the six of us, and thus there would have been two bachelors to two maidens,” she nodded at Jenny and Maggie in turn. “Then the two younger girls and me, as dowager. It would have been quite a gay party.”

“Dowager?” Jenny muttered, wrinkling her nose at her mother’s use of the word.

“Well, I am one,” Anne said, looking completely unaffected by her status.

“You’re a young widow,” Maggie said. “A dowager must be sixty at least, with hair on her chin.”

Anne laughed. “In any case, now there are two maidens to one bachelor. That will be a strange dinner party indeed.”

“Should we tell him?” Maggie wondered.

Jenny considered. “I don’t think Lord Lindsey will be able to produce another bachelor out of thin air. He said his friends do not live close by.” She frowned. “Do you think we should cancel?”

“Absolutely not,” her mother said. “Eleanor will thoroughly enjoy this distraction, and I’m sure you two can share the attentions of his lordship.” Again, she nodded at each of her daughters before rising to her feet.

“I should let him know of the change in order for his staff to alter the seating arrangements. I’ll write a return missive at once. Maggie can take it with her when she goes.”

Maggie sat down in the space her mother had vacated.

“I don’t see the earl usually,” she said quietly, perhaps anxiously.

Anne patted her daughter’s hand. “You will give my note to that Mr. Binkley fellow, not to the earl.”

After she left, the two oldest Blackwood sisters stared at one another. It was one thing tutoring Lady Devere’s children or even poring over ledgers in the library. It was another thing to have their entire family seated in the dining room as guests of the earl.

“You’re practically courting,” her sister said, looking bemused.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” But Jenny’s heart was thumping. Talking with Simon Devere was easy, and she held him in such high-esteem for the way he was pulling himself out of the darkness of his own mental predicament.

“Why am I being ridiculous? The earl is quite handsome, if you like tall, dark-haired men.” Maggie grinned. “Certainly, more than your fickle viscount with his thin lips and even thinner hair.”

Jenny couldn’t help chuckling. “It’s true I never thought much about Lord Alder’s looks beyond the fact that he didn’t repulse me. Though I’m certain he had perfectly suitable lips and thick brown hair. In fact, I am sure many considered him handsome.”

Then she shrugged. “I simply didn’t know how differently I would feel when I truly admire a man’s appearance and, of course, his character.”

“And you do? With Lord Des … Devere, I mean?”

“He is rather lovely,” Jenny admitted, then felt the dreaded heat on her cheeks. She put a cooling palm up to each one.

All at once, Maggie squealed. “Has he kissed you?”

“Ssh,” Jenny admonished her. “Goodness, why on earth would you ask me that?”

Maggie laughed with delight. “Why would you stall and ask me why I’m asking you unless I have guessed correctly? Tell me everything.” She wriggled on the bed, practically clapping her hands.

“What was it like? Has he kissed you more than once? Has he touched you anywhere else on your person?”

“Enough!” Jenny tried to sound formidable yet failed. Instead, she couldn’t help smiling. Recalling when Simon’s lips touched hers, she did feel like the moon-eyed girl she’d mentioned to Ned.

“I have had the honor of his kiss, yes. Merely gratitude for my helping him to feel more at ease.”

“Gratitude?” Maggie said, sounding horrified, then she gave an unladylike snort of laughter. “You ninny! Men don’t kiss out of gratitude. They kiss because they admire you. They kiss because they want to bed you.”

“What!” She shot Maggie a concerned look. “How would you know? Exactly how many times have you been kissed?”

Maggie gave a small smile, causing her heart-shaped face to take on a catlike expression.

“I may have enjoyed une petite bise during my brief time in London.”

Jenny’s mouth hung open. “I had no idea. Are you saying, from your vast experience then, that some man, a member of the bon ton, I’m assuming, wanted to bed you?”

Maggie blushed in a way that Jenny had never before seen on the cheeks of her usually self-possessed sister. How interesting!

Maggie picked unseen lint off her sleeve. “Ultimately, it was unimportant since my Season was not long enough for anything serious to develop.”

“I see.” Jenny frowned, hoping that her sister had not had a perfect union yanked out of her grasp.

Maggie stood. “Well, you successfully managed to turn the focus from your own kissing to mine, so let’s get on with the day, shall we? You’ve got ledgers, no doubt, and I have to prepare for tutoring.”

She paused in the doorway. “If I see Lord Despair, shall I give him a message from you regarding how he honored you with his gratitude?”

Maggie disappeared just in time to avoid the pillow that Jenny threw at her sister’s head.
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The Blackwood family had been in high excitement for the past twenty-four hours until it was time to depart for Belton Manor. Luckily, Jenny had more than one good gown from her Season and a half, and no one in the country would know if her dress was outdated or had been worn more than once. Maggie, too, had gowns from her Season, including a couple as yet unworn. They’d been packed away, a sad reminder of what had befallen their family. Now, however, they were brought out for a joyous dinner with the earl.

At last, all the Blackwood women were suitably attired to attend the Earl of Lindsey and not disgrace themselves. Even Eleanor, who had not grown much in a year, still could fit into her favorite satin party gown.

Henry drove them in order for them not to appear as country bumpkins without servants, but they’d had to get their traveling carriage out of storage and harness both Lucy and the Cleveland Bay, a very mismatched team.

“We should have walked, or I should have driven,” Jenny complained when the carriage lurched as the old Bay pulled faster than Lucy, causing Maggie to slip forward off her seat and stand on her sister’s foot for the umpteenth time in the very short journey. Henry was not the most skilled driver. However, when one of Lord Lindsey’s footmen greeted them as soon as they stopped in front of the manor, Jenny was glad not to be perched atop the dickey with windblown hair.

Moreover, quite unexpectedly, Simon appeared at the top of the stone steps as if he’d been waiting for them, perhaps looking out the window. That thought brought a smile to her lips, which grew even broader when he threw decorum to the wind and briskly descended the stairs.

Beginning with a respectful bow to their mother, he greeted each of the sisters in turn, offering a wink to Jenny that she hoped the others did not see. When he grasped hold of Maggie’s hand, bringing it to his lips, he became the dapper earl again, formal and polite, as if he hadn’t once told Jenny about her sister waggling her bustle.

Then he reached Eleanor.

“How is your horse, Miss Eleanor?”

“Fine, my lord. Thanks to you. It is good to see you in a shirt.”

The older three ladies gasped until, after a stunned pause, Simon laughed outright.

“I shall endeavor to keep it on through the entire evening.”

Then he took Lady Lucien Blackwood’s arm through his and led the small group up the steps.

Before long, they were seated at dinner. Since they were such a small party, there was no lingering for drinks and trifling conversation in the anteroom. They took their assigned chairs at one end of the long table with Simon at the head, the baroness to his right, and Eleanor to her right. Jenny and Maggie sat opposite, on Simon’s left.

Jenny’s third time in the dining room was definitely the most pleasant, she thought. Finally, it was alive with flickering, long tapered candles, delicious aromas, and happy people.

“Most unfortunate about the hasty departure of your visitors.” Simon broached the subject of Ned and Maisie’s leaving as their wine was being poured. “They must have had pressing business.”

Though it was impossible that Simon could know what had occurred between her and Ned, still Jenny sensed an undertone of satisfaction that her cousins had left Sheffield.

Her mother spoke first. “Had they known of your invitation, my lord, I’m sure they would have delayed their departure.”

“Then how fortunate for us that they did not know,” he said.

For a moment, they were all silent, digesting his words, then Eleanor giggled.

Simon looked innocently nonplussed. “I meant only that I wouldn’t have wanted to inconvenience them or have them change their plans on my account.”

Jenny hid a smile by looking down at her lap and arranging her napkin. She knew precisely how Simon felt about Ned and was quite certain that he was unconcerned over inconveniencing him.

“As long as you were not insulted,” Anne added, “then we are untroubled by their departure.”

“Then rest assured, you should be entirely untroubled.”

Maggie spoke up. “My lord, I should very much like to take this opportunity to once more offer my most sincere gratitude regarding a Season for myself and for Eleanor.”

He nodded and shrugged at the same time.

“Please, think nothing of it, Miss Margaret. You have already said as much. I am happy to do it. I would extend the offer to Miss Blackwood,” he said, looking at Jenny. “However, she has already expressed her disinterest in such an undertaking.”

She was even more disinterested since beginning her blossoming friendship with him! If Simon truly wanted her to go away in January and find a husband, she would be most downhearted.

Raising an eyebrow at her oldest daughter, perhaps wondering why Jenny and the earl had discussed such a topic, Anne said, “Nevertheless, Lord Lindsey, we are, as a family, immensely grateful. Aren’t we Eleanor?”

Caught sipping wine and staring up at one of the enormous chandeliers, Eleanor choked, coughing profusely while her family looked on with chagrin.

“Some water for our youngest guest,” Simon ordered one of the servants standing by the sideboard. Immediately, the woman stepped forward and filled Eleanor’s spare glass with water.

While she regained her composure, Jenny filled the silence.

“If Margaret is to attend the upcoming Season, we will need to begin preparations shortly. We need to find a skilled local dressmaker or go to Manchester or Nottingham.”

Simon regarded her with thoughtful eyes. “Practical planning, Miss Blackwood. Unfortunately, I cannot help you with ascertaining where local ladies obtain gowns. I must confess that I have never even considered the matter.”

“Perhaps Lady Devere could assist us. I’ve only met her once, but she was dressed beautifully.”

“I’ve met her a number of times,” Maggie added, “and she is always fashionably clothed.”

Simon frowned slightly. “I invited her to our dinner tonight, but she refused. Something about a headache. Perhaps Miss Margaret can speak with her directly next time they meet over a tutoring session.”

Their mother spoke up. “Please tell Lady Devere we hope she is feeling better. Such a shame to miss this delightful evening.”

Simon nodded. “To be frank, she and I have never dined together when not in the company of her late husband. I have not seen her since my return.”

All the ladies murmured a platitude of condolence over his cousin’s death. Yet, not one of them thought it odd that Maude Devere chose not to dine alone with Lord Lindsey. Indeed, Jenny knew the same thought ran through each of her family member’s heads—how scandalous had it been otherwise.

She also realized that Maude must be desperately lonely. No wonder the woman wanted to return to her family in France.

“Did Sir Devere and his wife not have a home in London?” Jenny asked. “I only wonder since I am sure she would be more at ease surrounded by the social engagements open to a widow in the city, as opposed to the intense isolation she must feel here in the country.”

She glanced at her mother. “Not meaning any disrespect for my dear mother, of course.”

Lady Lucien Blackwood drew herself up tall. “No disrespect taken at all, dear. If I didn’t have you three girls with me, I cannot imagine how I would have endured this past year.”

The Blackwood women all shared a moment of mutual admiration until Simon coughed and spoke.

“I’m certain it was difficult nonetheless, to leave behind your home in London for good.”

Anne nodded. “Yes, my lord, it was. I have many happy memories there, but I am also extremely grateful that we had a place to come to here. And I am even more grateful that we shall be returning to London by your munificence. I hope you will not mind if I accompany my daughters.”

“Of course not. My home in London has ample room for all of you, including Miss Eleanor and Miss Blackwood should they choose to accompany you.”

Jenny remembered her conversation with him on this very subject. Was he trying to get rid of her for the many months of a season? How would she earn any income for her family if she were in London? Moreover, if she didn’t take part in the Season, what would she do with her days? No, the idea of going to London was not palatable at all. She would definitely be seen as securely on the shelf and, furthermore, entirely irrelevant to all society.

She shuddered.

“Do you feel a draft, Miss Blackwood?”

His question indicated that Simon had been scrutinizing her carefully.

“No, my lord.”

Before they could make any further conversation, the first course was served.

Hours later, they were full of fish and fowl and sweet warm treacle pudding. There was no man to retire with Simon to his smoking room for port and cigars, and the ladies would feel foolish sitting drinking tea while waiting for him to return alone. Instead, the evening was declared a great success, and the Blackwoods donned their capes in the front hall.

After expressing his delight at their company, Simon turned to Jenny.

“Miss Blackwood, regarding the bookkeeping issues that you have recently uncovered, will you come tomorrow so we may discuss them in depth?”

Jenny was caught off guard by his request for her rapid return.

When she hesitated, he added, “Binkley informed me in a general fashion of some discrepancies you discovered, and I spent a goodly amount of time going over your summation. I appreciated it immensely. However, I need your skilled mathematical proficiency to explain in person what I am looking at in the ledgers.”

Taking a deep breath, she tried to stave off any blush creeping into her cheeks. The sooner she and her family departed, the better. Elsewise, she feared that her mother would somehow guess that the last time Lord Lindsey summoned her to his manor, it had ended in a rather compromising situation in his garden.

“Certainly, my lord. I will be here at whatever time suits you.”

Simon waved his hand nonchalantly. “Anytime you wish, Miss Blackwood. I will be here awaiting your arrival with anticipation.”

With no greater anticipation than she would feel, of that Jenny was certain.
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Chapter Fifteen


Simon knew he’d been rather wicked by asking Jenny to return in front of her family when she could hardly put up a fuss or start protesting over possible impropriety without insulting him. Practical Miss Blackwood couldn’t, or wouldn’t, insult him after he’d had them all there to dine.

What’s more, he knew he should have invited one of her sisters to accompany Jenny. However, if she wanted to succeed in the professional world, she would have to swallow any squeamishness about meeting with gentlemen in their homes. After all, not all of them would be thinking inappropriate thoughts rather than worrying over their finances.

On second thought, Simon knew that was a preposterous and highly dangerous idea. The only gentleman’s home in which he could countenance the beguiling Jenny being unaccompanied was his own. And he certainly had some vastly improper thoughts running through his head – leading to some even more shocking feelings running through his body.

Sighing, he poured himself a healthy portion of port and retired to the parlor. He was starting to feel quite at home … being at home. Having the Blackwood family, delightful in every respect, dining with him had been easy. At no time had he felt the urge to yell or close his eyes or run.

Perhaps he was nearly back to his old self entirely.

Thanks to Genevieve Blackwood!
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“There you are. At last.” He got to his feet and bowed slightly in greeting.

Jenny frowned at his words. Simon had distinctly told her that he didn’t mind when she showed up. Thus, she’d been determined not to appear so eager as to arrive on his doorstep before taking her midday meal.

“Yes,” she said, “here I am. I didn’t expect you to be waiting in the library.”

“No matter,” he said. “I like it in here. I was always an avid reader. I’d nearly forgotten how much I missed the luxury of opening a book and flipping through its pages.”

Staring down at the book in his hand, he seemed to drift off into his thoughts.

“I spent a great deal of time going over stories while I was imprisoned, trying to recall details. Sometimes, I would have to go over a book many times before I could remember a character’s name. In the end, it gave me something to do and kept me from going entirely insane.”

“You’re not the least bit insane,” she assured him. She was going to ask him if he’d had a better night’s sleep. However, by the ruffled appearance of his hair and the dark circles under his eyes, she thought he had not. Instead, she nodded at the book. “What are you reading now?”

Looking slightly sheepish, Simon shrugged. “No great literary work to improve my mind, I’m afraid.” He held up the book and showed her the frontispiece with the title of Captain Singleton. “Just an adventure story.”

“A good one,” she said.

“You’ve read Defoe?” He appeared surprised. “I thought Archimedes would be more to your liking.”

Jenny made a sour face. “Do you think me so dull, my lord, that I wouldn’t like an adventure story?”

He didn’t respond but merely raised a disapproving eyebrow.

“Do you think me so dull, Simon?” she repeated. “And you know it is entirely improper for me to call you that. Why, I’ve known husbands and wives who never use their spouse’s first names.”

He laughed. “I’ve known them, too, but I can’t say I liked them.”

She smiled. “True enough.” How good to hear him engaging in light banter.

For her part, she wanted the type of relationship in which she felt comfortable proclaiming her husband’s first name not only in private, but also in front of others. It was a wife’s right to intimacy.

However, she and Lord Lindsey did not have that relationship, nor any such rights.

Looking around, Jenny saw the ledgers already opened and spread upon the large oval table. “I suppose we should get started.”

He balanced the open book on the chair’s thickly upholstered arm beside him.

“I suppose.”

An hour later, she felt he had a sound grasp of the issues. On her part, she’d had to work hard to keep her focus on the numbers, something she’d never had a problem with before. Simon’s nearness, the way he brushed her arm with his as he reached across her to turn a page. The way he leaned close to pore over an account. The way he smelled deliciously of the distinct Pears soap scent. Perfectly fresh, not sweet, not musky, simply clean.

“Jenny.” He repeated her name, and she realized that she’d been leaning close sniffing him. Oh dear.

“Yes, my lord … Simon.”

He grinned. “My lady Jenny,” he teased. “I asked if you thought any of these were simply unfortunate errors, perhaps due to unqualified people making entries.”

She hated to say this, particularly when a dead man could not defend himself.

“No. I do not. From what I understand, your cousin was adept at accounting, as you know. Or at least, your father believed him to be, and the lessening of recorded income started then.”

Glancing into his blue eyes, Jenny wanted to be utterly clear.

“Since your cousin left for battle, certainly there have been careless, even sloppy, entries, but the sustained, diminishing of funds began while he was overseeing the ledgers. I’m sorry.”

He shook his head. “There is nothing for which you should be sorry. I appreciate your trying to sort this mess out, regardless of how it got this way. I tried to speak with Maude the other day. I fear she has been avoiding me. Strange though.”

“What is?”

Simon sat back and crossed his arms. “She hasn’t gained from anything Tobias did, if indeed, he was siphoning off family income. Where is the missing revenue? Why did she have to sell her home, indeed a Devere holding that she should not have let go without permission from my father or me.”

“You were not here,” Jenny pointed out. “After your father’s death, to whom should she have sought permission if she was in dire straits?”

“My uncle, I suppose, her father-in-law.”

“Perhaps he did give her permission to sell Jonling Hall.”

“I have sent him a letter asking as much. What’s more, I still don’t know who my neighbor is going to be.”

Jenny felt heat creep into her face at the disgraceful scene that had unfolded on the hall’s doorstep.

“What is it?” Simon narrowed his eyes. “Do you know something about the new owner that I do not?”

“No.” She stopped. What could she say? “I did find myself passing by there, with my cousin.”

Simon’s own expression darkened.

“We learned nothing,” she rushed on. “However, I must say, the servants were quite rude and protective of the residence.”

“They were, were they?” He stood and stretched his arms overhead.

She gaped at the casual display of his physique, again reminding her of how she expected spouses to behave in front of one another. He continued to twist his torso this way and that, unnoticing of her observation.

Until he turned suddenly and caught her gaze.

“I think I should pay a visit to the hall,” he said. “Would you like to accompany me?”

Recalling her last visit there and thinking of what the servant might say, she balked.

“I should be getting home.”

“Nonsense. A quick carriage ride.” He waggled his eyebrows, taking her thoughts to their last time in his tilbury.

“Perhaps a stroll,” Jenny suggested.

Beside her once more, Simon offered her his hand. Taking it, she let him draw her to her feet. He continued to hold on to her, staring down into her upturned face.

“In answer to the question I left hanging earlier, no, I do not consider you dull at all. Quite the opposite. I believe you to be adventurous and brave and even unconventional. All the while, remaining pragmatic. How do you do it?”

Rendered speechless, Jenny shook her head. What could she say?

Simon looked as if he might add something more. However, in the next instant, she thought he might simply lean down and kiss her.

Instead, after a long moment, the earl released her hand, stepped back, and gestured for her to precede him out of the room.

The very honest and utterly feminine Jenny admitted disappointment to herself. The practical Jenny thought it a narrow escape indeed. Where would all these intimate encounters end?
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Simon thought he’d maneuvered the situation well to end up taking a long unaccompanied walk with Genevieve Blackwood, though a covered carriage would have afforded the privacy they might both have enjoyed.

He was determined to find an opportunity for another one of their astonishingly sizzling kisses. He’d nearly done so in the library but thought it might scare her away from walking with him, and he was not ready to part company. Yet now, as he donned his coat and she picked up her reticule, kissing her was utmost in his mind once again. Each previous time, he had felt a punch of shock at how exciting it was to kiss her.

Truthfully, that surprised him. After all, he’d made love to women before, and it had not always progressed slowly from kissing to petting to carnal copulation. Depending on the woman, of course, each knew what they wanted out of the encounter and how far they were prepared to let him go. Despite the reputation of country girls, he’d found that the London set were far more likely to lift their skirts in a vacant room a mere closed door away from a ballroom full of dancers.

During more than one social season in Town, he’d had his share of furtive encounters with doe-eyed misses, sick of dancing, tired of teasing and being teased. They wanted to be kissed and touched. A couple expressed their desire to feel a man inside them, and Simon had been more than willing to fulfill their wishes.

Looking back, his actions were dangerous as hell. He could’ve been caught by any one of them if they’d wanted to trap him into marriage.

He took Jenny’s arm in his. This woman had snared his attention and affection in a much more sublime way, by earning both.

The only sound for a few minutes was that of their footsteps crunching on the gravel, which then fell nearly silent upon the dirt road beyond his estate. She had let him take her arm and tuck it against his side. It felt utterly correct to do so. He could imagine walking with her this way anywhere, perhaps strolling in Bath from his townhouse to the mineral spa, or enjoying the sights of Paris and Prague together, or entering Blessington’s gorgeous home in London to show off his new wife.

His wife? Yes, that felt right, too.

“How is it that you cannot tell by a purchase agreement who has bought the hall?”

Simon nearly laughed. While his mind was floating ever more romantically toward wedded bliss, hers was focused on the practical matter at hand.

“I am sure if someone were to investigate properly, the name would be evident. However, Binkley was in no position to question Lady Devere.”

The short silence indicated Jenny’s disapproval of such lackadaisical handling of important affairs.

“I confess that I haven’t had too much interest in what was happening beyond my chamber’s four walls, as you know. Until quite recently.”

Glancing down at her, he was rewarded with her upturned face and a sweet smile. She understood. What’s more, Jenny seemed to hold him in no less regard for his failings. Her kindness and her trust in him bolstered his resolve to recover wholeheartedly and to improve. Every day. If only he could sleep without the cursed dreams.

Within minutes, they were at Jonling Hall.

Feeling her hesitancy in the way her arm tugged at his, he teased her, “Come, Miss Blackwood. You are accompanying an earl on his rounds. There can be no lagging behind.”

She blinked. “I am well aware of social niceties. Unfortunately, I feel that neither my cousin nor the hall’s inhabitants displayed proper decorum last time I was here. Since Ned should have known better, I cannot blame the servants of the mysterious owner. However, it seemed that the mention of your name increased their agitation and their resistance to speaking with us.”

“Thus, coming back with the dreaded earl himself doesn’t seem like such a good idea in your mind?”

“Precisely.”

He shrugged. “I have never felt threatened here. But if I were, rest assured, I am rather good with my fists.” Bringing her back firmly to his side, they approached the door. At the last moment, after raising the knocker, he leaned down and whispered, “Moreover, I have a knife in my boot.”

She gasped just as the door swung open. A pretty maid in a striped pinafore curtsied low, then stood at attention. “May I help you?”

Simon shared a glance with Jenny who looked perplexed. Obviously, this servant wasn’t one she’d encountered before, nor was this the same reception.

“I am Simon Devere, Lord Lindsey. Is your master at home?”

“No, my lord.”

“Is there a mistress of this household?”

She hesitated. “No, my lord.”

“Is there a butler or housekeeper here at present?”

“No, my lord.”

This was getting tedious. He needed to ask a question that would change her response. “There are only lower-level staff residing here?”

Without hesitation, the maid responded, “Yes, my lord.”

Apparently, Jenny couldn’t stand it anymore either, for she interrupted with a question of her own. “When is your master coming here and where is he now?”

Good girl! Two in one, and she’d made yes or no responses impossible.

This time the maid frowned. “I could not say.”

“You could not say what?” Simon asked.

“I don’t know when my master is coming nor where he is.” He believed her on both counts.

“Very well. But you must know this. What is his name?”

The maid’s face paled. “I … I could not say, my lord.”

“This time, I think you are lying to me. You can say. You choose not to. Why?”

She took a step back. “We have all been given strict instructions to speak with no one about our master.”

“Why?”

“I could not say, my lord.”

“Have you worked for him long?”

“No, my lord.”

“Would you like to work for me instead?”

He saw Jenny glance at him. How far would he go to learn the secrets of Jonling Hall? Stealing another man’s servants was frowned upon.

The maid’s face grew even whiter. It looked as if her eyes had teared up. He had put her in a terrible situation. Display disloyalty to her master or risk insulting a peer of the realm who stood before her? Admittedly, he was curious what she would say.

Looking about as miserable as one could look without actually sobbing, the girl said, “No, my lord.” Her voice barely above a whisper. Then as if recalling something, she added in a loud, unnatural voice, “No, my lord. I have no wish to leave my master’s employ.”

The maid had gumption. He would give her that.

“Very well. We will leave you to your dusting.” Drawing a card from his coat pocket, Simon handed it to her. “Please let your master know that I called upon him.”

The girl stared down at the embossed, cream-colored calling card.

“Yes, my lord.” She offered another low curtsey and started to close the door.

“A moment,” Jenny asked, her tones quick and clipped. “Who told you not to speak of your master?”

“Lady Devere,” the girl said, then broke off, clearly wondering if she ought not to have said the name. Apparently realizing she shouldn’t have, her eyes teared up again. In another instant, the maid had closed the door firmly.

Simon took Jenny’s arm once more, and they strolled back the way they’d come.

When back on the road, Simon asked, “How did you know her master wasn’t the one who’d instructed her not to speak of him?”

Jenny shrugged slightly. “She seemed like quite a precise girl. She said she’d been told not to, not that he had told her not to. I assumed someone else was involved.”

“You assumed correctly. Well done. Yet what a strange development.”

“Yes, Lady Devere! I thought she didn’t know who bought the house.”

“So she said.” Simon steered them off the lane and into the adjoining meadow toward the large oak he’d climbed as a lad.

“What will you do? I fear it will be quite awkward to confront the lady under your own roof. I advise you not to say or do anything while the children are near. Not only might it frighten them if their mother gets upset, but she is more likely to become defensive, like a mother hen, and then who knows where the discussion will lead.”

Jenny paused, looking around her, then at him. “What on earth are we doing here?”

Simon chuckled, having enjoyed listening to her prattle while she seemed oblivious to where he was taking her.

“I thought I’d show you my favorite climbing tree when I was a child.”

They circled the oak, the trunk of which was easily five feet across.

“I liked nothing more than to climb as high as I could and disappear into the green-tinged light up at the top of the tree. No one could find me.”

Jenny smiled. “We called it the ‘four hundred tree’ because my father said it was easily four-hundred-years old.

Simon stopped and stared at her. “You’ve been here before, to my tree?”

“Your tree?” She raised her eyebrows at him. “Well, we didn’t know it was yours, of course. You forget that we weren’t always in London. We spent many summers here, particularly before Eleanor was born. In fact, I have a confession to make.”

“Really?” He leaned against the tree and crossed his arms. “Do tell.”

Watching her run a slim-gloved hand down the tree’s deeply grooved trunk, he imagined her caressing his chest or his thigh—or parts in between—causing an immediate stirring.

“I remember you,” she said, turning to look into his eyes, “from Christmas gatherings that your father held. You are older than I am and probably don’t remember a girl who was nearly too shy to speak. You greeted me kindly every year.”

Simon considered her, searching the now familiar face and wondering if he could remember her as a child. His father’s parties and more informal gatherings were attended by hundreds over the course of the Christmas and New Year festivities. He’d always enjoyed the commotion. Such a lively contrast to the starkness of only his father and himself for Stir It Up Sunday, with all the servants making Christmas puddings, everyone stirring in large bowls on every surface.

By St. Nicholas’s Day, they held the first large party. After that, people were in his house, it seemed, every weekend through Twelfth Night and its culminating ball of hundreds.

“There were many guests,” he apologized.

“I usually held an abacus.”

He barked out a laugh. “You didn’t, did you?”

“No.” Jenny smiled broadly at him, and her face was beyond beautiful. “I am joking. I can see no reason you would recall a plain, brown-haired girl in a—”

“A blue and green tartan!”

Her eyes widened. “Good God! You do remember.”

“I do! It’s just come to me. That could only have been you. You wore it more than one year. That’s why you stood out.”

She blushed. “I did. It was too big at first, then I grew into it and then out of it. I loved that dress. Perfectly warm at the coldest time of year.”

“The second year I saw you in it, I thought to myself, I remember that little girl in a striking tartan last year. And the following year, I looked for you. Sure enough, in you came with your plaid dress and a little sister in tow.”

She covered her face with both hands. “It never occurred to me anyone would notice.”

“Why should it matter? You, Miss Practicality, were warm and happy.” He took hold of her wrists and pulled her arms down. “Weren’t you?”

“I was. My childhood was a very happy one. Was yours?”

His thoughts jumped to his mother, and he could see the instant Jenny realized that. His mother was not in even his earliest memories, as she’d passed before his third birthday.

“I’m sorry. I should not have asked you such. I know you lost Lady Devere when you were very young. I never saw her when I visited your home.”

“I was three. And you can ask me anything. I am not nursing any deep sadness over my mother. Except to futilely wish I could have known her. Sadder for my father who loved her beyond anything.”

This discussion was not going in the direction he wanted. Pressing Jenny against the tree suddenly, he imprisoned her with a hand on either side of her.

“And, no, before you ask, I am not overly traumatized by my father’s death either. Yes, I wish to God I’d been here, but I know it wasn’t my fault that I was not by his side. Besides, I spoke with Binkley about it after you and I talked. He said my father went so quickly as not to suffer. We can ask for no more than that, any of us.”

“True enough,” she murmured, looking delightfully distracted by the position he had her in.

“You and I are here now. That is all we can control at the moment.”

“I can’t say that I feel I can control anything since you have caged me at the four hundred tree. Why?”

“Can you guess?”
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Chapter Sixteen


Jenny felt her cheeks rouge over instantly, and then saw his answering devilish grin.

Simon lowered his head, keeping eye contact until the last moment when her lids drifted closed precisely as his lips claimed hers.

“Mm,” she murmured against his lips. How she loved kissing this man! The delectable feelings that pulsed through her entire body when his mouth contacted hers were a marvelous sensation. Why, she could be happy for hours simply standing in his embrace and kissing him. As long as no spiders or other creepy crawlies descended the tree to investigate.

She shuddered, causing him to lift his head.

“Are you cold?”

“No.” She licked her lips, watching his glance dart to her mouth, following her movements. “I was thinking of bugs.”

His lovely blue eyes rounded. “Pardon me?”

She giggled at his deflated look. “Oh no, my lord, the kiss was beyond delightful. It’s only that I can easily envision what lives in this tree.”

He swore under his breath. “Then this is the wrong place. For I would like to have your whole attention.”

Before she could protest, he had taken her hand and was moving along at a quick pace back toward Belton’s gate.

“Simon, are you cross with me?”

He glanced down at her but didn’t slow his pace. “No, far from it. I merely want you to be comfortable. Let’s go back to the garden where we were interrupted before. Lightning, as they say, rarely strikes twice, and I’m sure we will have it to ourselves.”

Almost as soon as they passed through one of the arbors and ended up under overhanging boughs of a willow, he swept her into an embrace, lowered his mouth to hers, and soundly kissed her once again.

At his warm lips and firm thrusting tongue, not to mention his deft hands that seemed to be wandering her body, halting only to grasp her waist or—goodness!—grab her derriere, she shivered as before.

“Cold or insects?” he teased.

“Neither.”

“Comfortable?” he asked.

“Extremely.” Except that every nerve in her body seemed to be sizzling. She had to calm her mind and slow her heartbeat. What better way than with facts. “And they’re not insects. I don’t mind insects. You know, grasshoppers and butterflies, and the like. I just don’t like spiders and other arachnids.”

Simon was staring at her mouth but she didn’t think he was listening to her. “May I kiss you again?”

“I think that’s the first time you’ve asked my permission.”

“Then I have been a rogue of the first order.” His tone indicated he didn’t care if he had been rather roguish.

“You may.”

After another long kiss in which Jenny thought the world had entirely fallen away and left them on an intimate island of sensation, he raised his head again. She swayed toward him before she caught herself, opened her eyes, and regarded his face.

A thoughtful look, one she could not interpret, crossed Simon’s features.

“Jenny?”

His tone sounded serious and she matched it. “Yes?”

“I would like you to accompany me to my various holdings and get to the bottom of the income depletion.”

She couldn’t help taking a step back and out of his embrace. In fact, his unexpected words caused her feet to start walking again as if to escape such lunacy. He fell into step beside her as they wandered the garden path.

“First, that is impossible,” she told him when she could find her words. “Second, why would you ask me of all people?”

He sighed, then ignoring her first point, he asked, “Who better than you?”

“Obviously a trained bookkeeper, a male one, or perhaps someone from London’s detective force.”

He chuckled. “I hardly think a detective is needed, and why would I need another bookkeeper? I have you, and you are entirely capable of sussing out whatever is amiss. We would be on the road a week. At the most, ten days.”

Jenny stopped in her tracks. The earl had gone too far! Had he no care whatsoever for her reputation? Or did he think her so loose at this point for having let him kiss her, that he thought she would let him do even more when they were away from the civility of their genteel country life?

“I could not possibly do such a thing, and you have leaped the boundaries of decency to ask it of me. You must go with Mr. Binkley.”

Simon gave a short bark of a laugh. “So he can fetch my tea and port? Taking Binkley is pointless. He can’t do what you can do. No one can. Not even me. I wouldn’t have noticed or understood those errors if you hadn’t explained them to me.”

Aghast, Jenny persisted in dissuading him. “Since I did explain them to you, you can go to your estates and decide for yourself.”

“I agree that I should go, accompanied by my overseer.”

She breathed again. He was seeing sense. “Yes, precisely.”

“That’s settled, then.” Simon sounded agreeable. “You shall be my overseer.”

“What? No! I shall be looked upon as a freak—as a masculine female. An abhorrent creature at best.”

The earl gave her a quick glance up and down that lingered upon her bosom and eventually settled upon her lips. “I can attest that you’re a very feminine female.”

She could see he was teasing her. Perhaps this whole notion of his was merely a jest.

“You know it is not possible. Not without a companion.” She shouldn’t have said that. It was still an outrageous idea. “Even then …”

“Would Binkley do as your companion?” Simon asked.

Jenny felt like screaming. “Of course not. That’s even worse, my setting out on a trip with two men! Even with a female companion, it is absurd to go traipsing about the countryside as your overseer. And you know it.”

“Why?” he asked, though the smile playing about his attractive mouth showed her he knew exactly why. Clearly, he wanted her to blush. And blush she did.

“Improper beyond belief,” she muttered and continued walking again until they came to the center of the fairy garden. There were tall larkspur in every shade of blue and purple with richly scented geraniums in large clusters, and everywhere grew beds of brilliantly colored pink phlox like rich floral carpets. The aroma of wisteria, which clung to trellises, perfumed the air. The entire effect was, indeed, as magical as a fairy.

Simon stood close. For a moment, they were both silent. She could see he was thinking, considering, hopefully coming to his senses.

“I do not wish to bring any shame upon you or embarrassment to your family,” he said at last.

“Agreed.” Jenny relaxed. Perhaps this had merely been a prank on his part.

Against all expectations, however, the Earl of Lindsey, suddenly dropped to his knees in front of her.

All the air instantly seemed to dissipate from Jenny’s lungs, leaving her with no ability to take in more. If Simon didn’t at that very instant start hunting for some lost article, perhaps his pocket watch, then she would know what he was about.

She could not be correct!

He took both her hands in his. Jenny gasped.

“I am quick to decide and quick to act. I know what is important in life, now more than ever. I have learned the hardest lesson on earth—that there is very little I can control. I lost my freedom and, more importantly, I lost people I loved.”

Sounding thick with emotion, he paused before continuing, “I could do nothing. Neither for Tobias, nor for my father. I now know people are all that matter in one’s life. Truly.” He squeezed her hands gently. “We should live with people who make us happy and bring them happiness in return. You make me exceedingly happy.”

“Simon,” she whispered, not able to say more, feeling a lump of emotion like a plum pit in her throat.

“Genevieve,” he continued, “I am asking you for your hand.”

Dear God! The most unexpected phrase out of the earl’s mouth, and it was the very mimic of Cousin Ned’s. Except her name was correct on the earl’s lips.

“Two proposals in one week!” she exclaimed before instantly regretting her thoughtless words yet unable to retrieve them. In the next moment, her legs felt wobbly. “I need to sit.”

She half-stumbled to a wrought iron bench with fanciful scrollwork, sitting down with the weight of astonishment and uncertainty weighing heavily upon her.

Simon rose from his position with an oath of annoyance.

Instead of sitting beside her like a civilized gentleman, he circled the bench like a tiger about to pounce.

“Two proposals! What on earth are you talking about?”

“Sorry,” she offered at once. “I am in no way equating the previous proposal to yours. I am simply astounded. The minute a girl puts her own person firmly upon the shelf, men become more insistent upon pulling her off it again. I should wonder that it doesn’t become yet another coy tactic for the ton. Create a room at each ball designated ‘the shelf’ and see if the suitors don’t flock there to conquer the as-yet unconquered.”

“Most women are on the shelf due to some perception that they are undesirable,” he protested, “whether fair or unjust. However, that is blatantly not the case with you. Yours was a shelving due to financial circumstances beyond your control.”

He swore loudly yet again before coming to a standstill in front of her.

“Why are we discussing the bloody ton and wallflowers. I demand an explanation.”

Hm. Simon Devere demanded, did he?

Her mind was still going in every possible direction, refusing to settle on the one important issue. He had asked her to marry him. Jenny slowed down the thought to see if it made any more sense. He. Had. Asked. Her! To. Marry. Him!

“Well?”

“The reason my cousin left abruptly was because I turned down his proposal. I knew he had feelings for me and had been trying to put him off for days. Once he declared himself and I refused, I knew he would leave in high dudgeon. And he did.”

“Ha!” Simon exclaimed. “I knew it.” Then he laughed, a genuine full laugh. “What a dunderhead! How could that puffy-faced, weak-willed maggot hope to win your affection if he wouldn’t even help you rescue Thunder?”

Jenny shrugged slightly. “It would have made no difference even if he’d brought me an entire team of prize stallions.”

The earl quieted and finally sat upon the bench beside her.

“I had no feelings for him,” she explained.

He didn’t speak for a moment. Then in a low voice, she heard him add, “That is understandable.”

She couldn’t help a quick giggle that slipped from her. Beyond nervous, Jenny desperately wanted to examine the feelings swirling inside her. She was flattered, appalled, somewhat insulted, and intrigued—all at once.

And curious.

“You would marry me in order to have a bookkeeper by your side?” It sounded as absurd as she thought it would.

Simon smiled. “Well, I wouldn’t marry merely any bookkeeper.”

“This is not the time to be joking with me, my lord.”

“No, perhaps not. However, I will confess that I think we will be, if I may say so, well matched. We converse easily, laugh often, and …” he trailed off.

“And?” she prompted.

“And we have already discovered that we enjoy a certain passionate response to each other. Wouldn’t you agree?”

She would definitely agree but not out loud. Besides, there was the delicate matter of his mean-spirited and quite definite words to his butler.

“I must tell you that I am entirely confounded by your proposal.”

Simon frowned. “Really? Have I not made love to you nearly every time we are alone?”

Her face heated. In truth, he had. And she had let him. Moreover, her feelings for him had grown quickly from the concern one would feel for any suffering being to a genuine desire to help him heal.

Even more than that, his wellbeing now mattered to her. She enjoyed every moment with him except for when he suffered, and then she suffered, too.

However, there was the matter of his proclamation.

“Quite plainly, you said that you would not marry me even if I were the last woman on earth. What has changed in two weeks?”

It was the earl’s turn to look confounded. “I never said such a thing. Where did you get the idea that I had?”

“I heard you with my own ears. You were speaking with Mr. Binkley, the same day that you offered to pay for a Season for my sisters.”

Frowning a moment, Simon looked up at the sky, down at his lap, and then back into her eyes. At that point, recollection dawned on his face, smoothing the lines.

“I remember now. However, we were not discussing you. We were speaking of Maude Devere. It was after you first told me she’d moved in. I had questions for Binkley about the hows and the whys of it. My butler is of the opinion that Tobias’s widow should not be at Belton.”

Simon paused as he always did when discussing his cousin, his gaze becoming distant and distracted. Jenny understood that his keen mind took him back to the moment of Tobias’s death. Sure enough, the earl shuddered slightly before refocusing on her.

“Binkley thinks, in his bourgeois way, that with Maude and the children living here, what with them all being practically my family, people will start to suggest I marry her.”

He sighed. “There is a slight unseemliness to the arrangement, I suppose. At least one could conclude that, seeing as we are of an age and both without partners.”

Jenny nodded. That made sense. A weight lifted off her shoulders and off of her heart. His words had been hurtful, and she’d tried not to let them bother her, but they had. Tremendously, in fact.

“I had not meant to eavesdrop. I was walking past to retrieve my coat. My apologies.”

“Think nothing of it.” He lifted her gloved hand from her lap and placed it upon his leg, imprisoning it quite thoroughly with his large hand.

She stared at their hands. Hers was entirely hidden, pressed against his pant leg, feeling the warmth of him seeping through. Was she really sitting with an earl, discussing relationships? And marriage? She swallowed.

“May I ask why Maude Devere would be the last person on earth whom you would marry?”

“Is this a trick?” Simon asked. “Some woman’s game you’ve contrived to get me to compare your attributes to hers? For I will gladly tell you why I admire you above anyone else.”

The idea! Jenny had merely been curious. It was not idle gossip that spurred her on, but a genuine desire to know Simon’s mind. And, of course, to discover why he would select her over the comely widow.

“Lady Devere is fair of face. She might not be wealthy, but then neither am I. Plus, she is already a member of the Devere family, which many would think makes for a smooth transition.”

Simon made a decidedly disparaging noise. “Maude is not plain, I’ll grant you that. Nor is she a raving beauty. Regardless, she holds no attraction for me. I will tell you the matter of it. In London, about seven years back, I did put my name on her dance card a couple of times. However, it was a mere flirtation. I don’t think we spoke more than twenty words to each other. We certainly never had a conversation as you and I are doing now. Tobias was there, as well, of course, and became quite besotted by the lady. Since she chose my cousin over the heir to an earldom, I must assume she really and truly loved him.”

He reached up and tucked a loose tendril of her hair behind her ear, causing a delicious shiver to race up her spin.

“I could never get myself to play second fiddle all these years later,” Simon concluded. “If the woman was going to care for me, she would have done so the first time round. Moreover, if I was going to care for her, I would have fought Toby for her hand. However, asking for her hand was the furthest thing from my mind, then and now.”

Jenny digested the tale in silence.

Simon ran the pad of his thumb over her lower lip, stealing her breath with his touch. “Are we finished discussing your cousin, my cousin, and his widow?”

Unable to speak, his thumb still on her mouth, she nodded.

The earl smiled but then his expression became serious.

“Don’t you think, Miss Blackwood, that we are well suited in all the respects I mentioned?”

She nodded again.

“You are a practical person. Therefore, you must agree that if we’ve both found someone who suits each the other, then we should not waste such a lucky circumstance. You know numbers, Miss Blackwood. There are a lot of people in England. Do you know how many?”

“Oh, goodness, no. Millions, I believe.”

“About thirteen million. At least, that was the number at the last census before I went away. What’s more, you’ve had nearly two full seasons and have met many of those considered marriageable. Yes?”

Her third nod, and Jenny was starting to feel as if someone had stolen her voice, but she was absolutely fascinated by his mouth when he spoke so earnestly.

“And of all the people we’ve each met, why, I would wager there aren’t more than a handful that would make either one of us a suitable mate. Do you agree?”

Moving her head slightly in such a way as to dislodge his thumb, she cleared her throat.

“I do agree. If even that many.”

For her part, she had never felt even the smallest percentage of the feeling that the earl engendered in her heart and in her person. In fact, this was the first time she considered digging out her long-hidden copy of Aristotle’s Masterpiece, obtained in a used bookstore in London at the start of her first Season. Wrapped innocently enough in brown paper, the book was considered by her peers to be the best introduction to what occurred in private between men and women. In the bedroom.

She had stuffed it in the bottom of her trunk and left it.

Oddly, when she was briefly engaged to the viscount, she hadn’t felt the least compunction to read what many her age whispered about. Even with the impending marital relations in her future, she had felt no desire to know. Perhaps because she’d felt no desire.

Now, however, with her emotions—and other things—stirred by the virile man next to her, Jenny thought it high time she devoured the book that claimed to divulge many sensual secrets.

“Genevieve?”

He brought her excited thoughts back to the present with a whisper of her name. “Yes?”

“Will you marry me?”
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Chapter Seventeen


Considering how she felt about this impressive man, Jenny found the answer came easily.

“Yes, I will!”

His face appropriately expressed the same happiness she felt inside. What a strange and wondrous turn of events to her otherwise ordinary day.

“I will call upon your mother this evening. Naturally, I should have asked her first. Yet, due to your age and independent manner, I rather let myself get carried away. I hope she will not take offense and hold it against me.”

“I’m sure she will be thrilled for us.”

Then her gloved hands encircled his neck and pulled his head down to kiss her. She certainly liked the Belton gardens and their benches!
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Simon thought it had been a bang-up day. He could feel nothing but pleasure at the idea of Jenny becoming his wife. Intelligent, soft-spoken, beautiful, passionate, and even compliant in his arms, she was everything he’d ever hoped for. Yes, he’d done well. And now that he’d kissed her again and seen her off in her carriage with the promise of calling on her mother that evening, he had the far less pleasant task of hunting down Maude Devere.

When he could find her in none of the common rooms, he told Binkley to announce him at her private chambers. Feeling like David bearding the lion in his den, Simon entered behind Binkley while Maude was still deciding whether to see the earl or not, or more likely, she was thinking up another prevarication to keep him away. No one could have that many headaches!

He had a right to see her. After all, now that he had returned, she was living in his home by his inclination. Granting him an audience, or rather not granting one, was not a choice Simon felt like giving her. He wanted some answers.

She sat on a small salmon-colored settee with a newspaper on her lap. Her children, he noted, thinking of what Jenny had said, were nowhere to be seen. It seemed as good a time as any to talk.

“Thank you, Binkley. That will be all.” Simon sent the butler on his way. If Maude was squeamish about being alone with him, then she could ring for her maid.

“What is the meaning of this?” Maude asked. She didn’t stand but gave an indication of towering indignation nevertheless. Her French accent thickened with her unease.

“I didn’t intend to alarm you, Lady Devere. I simply wish to speak with you regarding some affairs of my estate, and of course, the sale of Jonling Hall.”

She paled, and Simon knew it was not going to be an easy discussion.

“I didn’t know I shouldn’t sell it, I swear to you. I thought it was entirely mine to do with as I pleased.”

“Yet it was not.”

She reared back as if he’d slapped her. “There is nothing that can be done now. Tobias should have told me that we held the hall only by your father’s pleasure, and now yours.”

“Yes, I suppose he should have. I have only your word that he didn’t.”

Now, he had brought forth her ire as her skin flushed. It was far preferable to pale skin and cowering eyes for he didn’t like to think he was harrying a woman.

“Why would my father-in-law suggest I sell it if I didn’t have the right?”

Simon was taken aback. Had his uncle truly counseled her to do such a thing? He had heard nothing yet from his missive to his father’s younger brother, but he was starting to think he would have to take a trip to South Wingfield and speak directly to him. Meanwhile, he still needed answers.

“Where is the profit from the sale?”

“Profit?” She blinked at him, and he sensed her stalling.

“Yes, the earnings, the proceeds, the takings. You sold a dwelling that you had not paid for, nor had ever made payments on, therefore whatever Jonling Hall sold for would be pure profit. Where is that money?”

She glanced down at her lap. “Gone,” she said, her voice low. “Mostly.”

“Gone?”

“Yes, my lord. There were debts to pay.”

“Debts? Whose? Yours, or are you going to attribute them conveniently to your husband whilst he is no longer here to deny or verify your words?”

“That is not my fault. I wish he were here more than anything else on earth. I certainly wish he had come back instead of …” She clasped a hand over her mouth.

Thankfully, Maude didn’t complete the heinous statement. Simon had thought more than once how much better it would have been for everyone if Toby had, in fact, been the one to return. He had a family, an heir, a living father. The transition of the earldom from one side of the family to the other would have been quite simple.

Instead, Simon had returned to find he had no father to whom he could ask advice, and only someone else’s widow and children. And he’d been mentally unstable for months. He couldn’t hold Maude’s words against her. If their situations were reversed, he would feel the same way.

But they weren’t reversed. What’s more, he was taking himself in hand and doing what he could to get back to the person he had been, and now, there was Genevieve Blackwood who made him want to live again. Because of her, life was once more extremely precious.

He nearly smiled thinking of his Jenny, except that would have been unkind to Maude.

“You know I am aggrieved over my cousin’s death, and extremely sorry for your current circumstances.” He took a few steps farther into the room and then, though she didn’t ask, he sat down upon a very feminine wing chair opposite her. It might have come from the hall, or it might have been his mother’s. He didn’t recall.

“You have no money, no income. Tobias left you without any savings either?”

She nodded.

“Why would he do something so out of character? He always seemed responsible, even earnest in taking care of his family. He looked after my father’s ledgers.” Saying this, Simon kept a keen eye on her, and sure enough, she tightened her lips and looked away from him yet again.

Had Toby truly been stealing from the estate’s coffers? If he had, where was the money?

“I cannot get any information out of you that you do not know. However, here is an easy question?”

She raised her gaze to his once more.

“Who purchased Jonling Hall?”

“I do not know, my lord. It was handled by my solicitor.”

“Yet you told the new master’s servants at the hall not to speak of their new master to anyone, not even to me. Why would you do that if you didn’t know who he was?”

She opened and closed her mouth like a carp. He had her, thanks to Jenny.

“I don’t know why you’d say such a thing,” Maude finally said.

“Because it is the truth. I know it.”

Silence. Long and unbroken. Until the lady began to cry.

Simon rolled his eyes. Clearly, she was expert at this—deny, deceive, and distract.

How long could she keep it up? He waited. She cried, then sobbed, then sniffled. He supposed all that performance would give her quite a headache.

When finally, she quieted, he said simply, “Give me the name of your solicitor.”

Her wide eyes and her face now blotchy indicated they were back where they started.

“Lady Devere, I will not toss you out of my home because of Peter and Alice, as well as a sense of duty to my cousin. However, my patience will only go so far. I will not be made a fool of. You will tell me now your solicitor’s name and how to reach him, or I will march you over to the hall and we will speak to the staff together.”

After a moment’s hesitation, she thrust the newspaper from her lap and stood. “Very well.”

Oddly, she no longer seemed tearful. Stomping to a writing desk against the far wall, she yanked open the top drawer and withdrew a piece of paper. A quill sat in an inkwell upon the desk. Snatching this up, Maude dripped ink all over the paper as she scratched out a name before sanding the words and folding the note.

Returning to Simon, she held it out to him with little grace. “My lord.”

He took the paper, fighting off the temptation to read it while in her presence. That show of mistrust would be too insulting for both of them.

“And you avow you do not know the owner of Jonling Hall and you know nothing of Tobias doing anything untoward regarding keeping the Devere accounts.”

“I know nothing,” she declared, lying through her teeth.

“Very well. I bid you good day.” With that, Simon offered her a small bow of his head and left. Refraining from unfolding the page until he was in his own study, he did so as soon as he entered the room.

“Ballocks!”

Almost illegibly, she’d written, Sir Agravain.
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“He’s here!” Eleanor yelled from upstairs where she’d installed herself as lookout on Jenny’s bed.

Though for some reason everyone around her seemed in an agitated state, Jenny felt exceedingly calm. Everything had fallen into place and seemed precisely as it should. Her future and those of her sisters were secured, and all because she hadn’t run in the opposite direction out of fear of the unknown. Lord Despair had turned out to be neither a madman nor one of Perrault’s ogres, but a perfectly wonderful man.

Greeting him at the door, she experienced an overwhelming surge of affection. Whereas previously, she’d tempered her emotions when it came to Simon Devere, now Jenny gave them free rein and found they were strong and deep.

Hoping he felt the same, she smiled and gestured for him to enter.

“It’s good to see you again,” she offered and was answered with a broad grin.

“Yes,” he agreed. “I know it has only been a few hours, but I found myself urging my horse to a faster gallop.”

“Everyone is waiting for you on the back terrace. I hope you don’t mind sitting outside. Also, we have only wine or sherry. Nothing stronger.”

By the time she finished her short welcoming speech, they had walked the depth of the house and were stepping outside together. Her mother and Maggie were exactly as Jenny had left them when she’d scampered inside at hearing Eleanor’s yell.

As the ladies started to rise, Simon hurried forth to take Lady Blackwood’s hand. “Please, don’t get up on my account.”

Bowing briefly over Anne’s knuckles, he then moved to Maggie, who immediately outstretched her hand and wiggled her fingers at him.

“Such a pleasure to see you again, Lord Lindsey.”

Jenny had to hold back a chuckle at her sister playing the lady, as if men arriving and kissing her hand was a regular occurrence.

Still, she thought it dear of Simon to do it.

“And where is the third Blackwood sister?” he asked. “For I cannot begin until the whole family is present.”

“Here I am,” Eleanor said, rushing onto the terrace and practically skidding to a halt before dropping into a low curtsey in front of the earl.

“How is Thunder today, Miss Eleanor?” the earl asked her.

“We are keeping his eyes covered, my lord, as you instructed. And he seems calmer, I think. Your stable boy is very nice, too.”

Jenny startled. This was the first she’d heard that Eleanor had noticed their temporary help. Exchanging a glance with her mother, Jenny wondered if she should send him back for a more surly one.

However, her youngest sister added, “And your horse, my lord, is most magnificent. I’ve never seen such a beautiful animal.” And with Eleanor’s tone being much more enthusiastic over Luster than over the boy, Jenny instantly relaxed.

Simon laughed softly. “I’m glad you approve. Will you sit with us?”

Once the ladies were all seated, Simon took up a position, standing between Lady Blackwood and Jenny.

“You may already know why I have come.”

Indeed, Eleanor’s giggles gave away what they all knew.

Simon continued, “I have asked Miss Blackwood for her hand in marriage, and she has graciously agreed to be my wife. The only blight on our happiness is that I didn’t have the privilege of making the request to Baron Blackwood, nor get to meet the man who created such a lovely family.”

Jenny’s heart swelled with affection for the earl. How extraordinarily kind of him to bring her father into this proposal and to elevate Lucien Blackwood back to his status as cherished patriarch, rather than disgraced debtor.

A hush had fallen over her sisters, and her mother dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief daintily pulled from its concealment in the sleeve of her gown.

The earl addressed Anne. “In the absence of your husband, Lady Blackwood, I hope you will see your way clear to allow me the honor of marrying your daughter. I vow to take care of her for the rest of my life.”

Jenny felt tears prick at her eyes. Though never having considered she needed to be taken care of, she appreciated Simon’s sentiment. Moreover, it was the perfect declaration to make to her mother, who’d feared for her daughters’ futures. Anne could be at ease, at least regarding her eldest.

“Where and when?” Maggie asked, breaking the serious tone and reverting to her less ladylike, more direct self.

Without hesitation, Simon answered, “At Belton Chapel and as soon as the banns have been read.”

“Why such haste?” Again, Maggie being Maggie! Jenny tried to catch her eye to fix her with an admonishing look, but her sister managed to avoid her.

Simon stood from his bent position next to Lady Blackwood. Turning, he took hold of Jenny’s hand and drew her to stand by his side.

“Firstly, because everyone important is right here.” He gestured around the table. “Unless you wish to invite extended family from Baron Blackwood’s northern relations. Cousin Ned, perhaps?”

Jenny laughed. “I think not.”

Nodding, Simon continued, “We have no need of a large occasion, invaded by hordes of nosey inquisitors, all masquerading as well-wishers whose only motive is to poke through my house and gape at Lord Despair.”

They were all silent at his use of the cruel moniker.

“It is no matter, ladies. Yes, I am aware of what I have been called. Yet I am not the same man I was when Miss Blackwood heard me moaning in my room. Am I?” He smiled at her, and she smiled back, mouthing the word no.

“Where was I? Yes, to the point of haste. I have only an uncle, whom I am certain will not be insulted by missing a few moments in the chapel and a wedding luncheon, especially as I’ve determined we will call on him during our wedding trip. Which leads me to the second reason for marrying sooner rather than later, because this delightful woman has an exceedingly good brain. In lieu of a frivolous honeymoon trek that accomplishes nothing, Miss Blackwood—by then, Lady Lindsey—and I shall tour the Devere holdings. Jenny is going to take a look at all the accounts.”

“How romantic,” Maggie muttered, and Eleanor giggled again while Anne tried to hush them both.

Taken aback, Simon looked doubtful for the first time. “Unless that displeases you,” he said to Jenny, “in which case, we shall take a wedding trip to Paris first.”

“No,” she protested. “We don’t want to go traipsing off to the continent while your estate is in disorder, do we?”

Glaring at Maggie for bringing romance into the perfectly acceptable marriage proposal and wedding plans, she squeezed Simon’s hand encouragingly. After all, there would be room enough for romance and, she hoped, love later on. There was certainly already passion. Why not assume love would follow?

Embracing her practical nature, she saw no reason why they couldn’t put the Devere house in order. “We will take the ledgers with us and see if we can’t straighten out a few things.”

Meanwhile, she was enjoying the feeling of Simon’s fingers interlaced with her own ungloved hand. His warm skin against her only reminded her of what delights were to come. If she were to confess her innermost feelings, which she would not, she’d have to say she was already in love with Simon Devere.

However, as inexperienced as she was in the ways of desire, she wondered if she loved him because of the sensations he created in her body. Or, rather, if he made her feel so tingly because she already loved him.

As long as she was marrying him and getting to explore all these new tantalizing feelings, she could not care a whit.

“A toast,” Lady Blackwood said.

They all reached for a glass of wine, including Eleanor.

Standing, Anne raised her glass. “To the newest member of our family.” She nodded to the earl, then smiled at her daughter. “And to a long and happy marriage for the Earl and soon-to-be Countess of Belton.”

Jenny’s heart skipped a beat. How strange to hear herself called Countess. What a day it had been! Looking at her beloved family, she could only hope for similar happiness for her sisters.
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Spending not even a single night in her new home, Jenny looked longingly at Belton Manor as it disappeared from sight through the rear window of their coach. She had married Simon that morning, two weeks to the day after the banns, with only her family, Maude Devere’s children, and both their households’ servants filling the pews.

Now, changed from her new gown of peach silk, purchased and altered in Nottingham specially for her wedding, into a rich, blue wool travelling gown, Jenny glanced at her new husband. Her husband!

Simon was as dashing in his travelling clothes as he had been in the chapel, in slate gray with a white ascot.

An early celebratory feast, replete with one of Cook’s enormous almond and fruit cakes infused with brandy, had left Jenny feeling full and lethargic. Ensconced in the earl’s luxurious clarence, they would not stop until they reached the market town of Wirksworth. Their first night as husband and wife would be spent in a small country manor that had been in the Devere family for generations.

Simon promised the start of their journey, at least, would be like a traditional wedding trip. Moreover, each night would be like a honeymoon, he’d added in a low tone for her ears only as they left their well-wishers behind.

“What has you smiling so delightfully?” he asked her as the horses picked up the pace.

Jenny blinked at him. She could hardly confess it was the idea of going to bed with him that night. However, the more she’d read from Aristotle’s Masterpiece during the days between their engagement and the marriage ceremony, the more curious and excited she’d become. If done correctly, she read, the act of copulation could be very enjoyable. Moreover, she had a feeling, simply from how wonderfully Simon kissed her, her husband would make love quite skillfully enough for both of them to enjoy it.

“When are we stopping?”

His eyes widened, and she knew in an instant he was aware of where her thoughts had taken her. In the next moment, his handsome mouth stretched slowly into a slightly lopsided grin. He crossed to her side of the carriage and sat close, draping his arm behind her.

Simon encased her in warmth and affection, and as his free hand touched her cheek, turning her face toward him, her entire body began to tingle.

“Mayhap we don’t have to wait until we stop for the night to begin our honeymoon.”

Her face heated. “Here?” she asked, glancing nervously around the interior.

True, the carriage was plush and spacious. However, the book had indicated they needed a few items for successful lovemaking. Hen eggs, almonds, and parsnips would cause Simon’s “yard” to rise to the occasion. And surely, she needed space to recline in the correct position to receive him.

On the other hand, the manual indicated simply by engaging in the act that occupied her thoughts, she and Simon would feel better in every way, in mind and body. It sounded like a cure-all.

But here, in his carriage?


[image: ‡]
Chapter Eighteen


“I think I would prefer our first time to be rather more comfortable,” Simon admitted before Jenny could express her own doubts. “Especially for your sake. However, there is nothing to stop us enjoying ourselves for the next few hours.”

With that, he leaned down and kissed her. Immediately, his hand dropped from her cheek to the underswell of her breasts, palming one in his large hand.

She nearly squeaked against his mouth at his bold touch.

At his tongue’s insistence, she opened her lips and let him inside. Long moments passed—how much time, she had no idea—during which he kissed her and fondled her gently while she tried to touch him anywhere she could through his traveling clothes. Heat pooled unbearably in her lower regions.

Realizing she was squirming with frustration, Jenny broke their kiss, breathed deeply, and asked, “How long do you think it will be before we arrive at Wirksworth?”

Simon chuckled. “I am rethinking the idea of comfort, too, my lady. Perhaps if you lifted your skirts and sat upon my lap.”

Her face heated even more furiously.

“You still blush, sweet Genevieve, even as my wife. I like that.”

“The daylight,” she murmured.

He sighed, and reaching past her, deftly attached the shade, then did the same on his side as well as the front. They were plunged into near utter darkness.

“What think you?”

She thought this was the strangest situation. Yes, she wanted him and wanted to experience everything she’d read about. However, she was still somewhat frightened. Not to mention shy. And his coachman was a mere foot away in the front and a footman in the back. No doubt they could hear every word and everything else, too, such as a moan or a scream. And what if a horse threw its shoe at precisely the wrong moment, causing the carriage to reel wildly and one of them got hurt?

Yanking her shade back down, she let the lovely brocade fabric hang, flapping nearly to the floor.

“I think I am too practical for my own good.”

He tilted his head in query.

“I’m sorry, my lord. My mind is attending to the situation at hand, to the men nearby, even to the potential for you or I to be injured.”

At his expression, she added, “Do not laugh at me.”

“Never,” he said, though he looked to be holding back from doing exactly that. “Dearest Jenny, I dare say there is nothing unusual about your reticence. I also believe after some experience, you shall come to enjoy engaging in our marital rights even here in our carriage, as much as elsewhere. For now, let’s simply anticipate the evening before us.”

With that, he pulled her to his side and leaned his chin upon the top of her head.

“I for one will do precisely that until the moment I can be alone with you.”

Grateful for his understanding, Jenny relaxed against him. After a moment, she asked a question about his childhood, and they spent pleasurable hours talking before she drifted off to sleep.

The carriage coming to a halt awakened her. She found her head upon his shoulder and her hands clasping his lapels, with his arms around her.

Feeling wool-headed, she sat up. “I must have drifted off.”

“You did. As did I, until a gentle beaver began gnawing wood close by.”

She looked up at him, then realization dawned on her. Gasping, she covered her mouth with her hand. “I snore?”

“You do. Charmingly in fact.”

How could he find such an unladylike habit to be charming?

“In any case,” he added, “we have arrived.”

At that moment, the footman opened the door and helped her down the leather-clad folding steps into the dim light of a warm evening.

Oh, but it was lovely to stand and stretch, even if she was on display upon the gravel drive of Hopton House. Updated from a once-simple fieldstone dwelling to an elegant three-bay residence, at the moment, Jenny cared not what the house was like, as long as she was on solid ground and standing straight.

Watching Simon exit the carriage and raise his long arms overhead, she hoped he would be willing to take a refreshing walk after they greeted his staff.
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That night, they dined on a meal of minced beef with egg garnish, glazed carrots, and pureed cauliflower. The eggs, Jenny knew, were the cook’s way of stimulating her fertility.

Glancing at her new husband as she swallowed a delicious morsel, her gaze caught his, revealing all the tamped down desire shining fiercely in his eyes.

“You take my breath away,” Simon told her.

“As do you,” she confessed.

In moments, they were mounting the main stairs to their bedroom. As soon as he closed the door behind them, he took her in his arms.

“You were quite right in the carriage. This is how I want us to enjoy each other, where I can strip you completely and lay you across that decadently thick mattress.”

Her heartbeat drummed at his words, and she looked toward the bed, which was already turned down and did seem about six times the normal thickness. A small fire crackled in the hearth to warm the room even though it was late summer. No doubt the staff had taken into account they would be quickly unclothed. There was a decanter of claret on the bedside table and two glasses. Everything was perfect.

“May I help you undress?” Simon asked, his hands already roaming over her back and up her sides.

“Yes, please.” Was her voice so husky? She coughed slightly to clear it. “If I may do the same for you.”

As if unwrapping presents at Christmas, they took turns. Her spencer jacket, his cravat, her travelling gown, his waistcoat and suspenders. They paused, each to remove their footwear, her satin pumps, his boots.

Standing in her undergarments, Jenny felt on the verge of great change. In a moment, a man would see her bare for the first time, and she, in turn, would see her first naked man.

She would never be the same after, could she?

Simon unbuttoned the fall of his trousers and dropped them. Instead of being bare underneath as she’d expected, he faced her in a pair of short drawers. Bending down, he slipped his knee-high stockings down his calves.

Jenny noted with satisfaction he had put on enough weight in the passing weeks to no longer look the part of an underfed captive.

“Your turn,” he prompted, when she remained frozen. “Maybe this will help,” he added, blowing out half of the many candles that were dotted around their bedroom. “I think the staff got carried away with romance.”

A nervous laugh escaped her as she undid her corset with practiced hands and let the garment drop, followed by her waist-to-ankle petticoat. Then, she reached up under her shift and untied the ribbons of her stockings before undoing her garter.

“May I?” he asked.

Nodding, she pointed the toes of her right foot toward him, allowing him access under her shift. As he slid the stocking down her leg, he softly, sensually caressed her from thigh to ankle. Her knees wobbled, and she grabbed for one of the bedposts before holding out her left foot and inviting him to do the same again.

“Nearly done,” Jenny muttered, taking the hem of her shift in her hands.

“Let me,” he said, approaching her and pulling her into his strong arms. However, instead of removing the last barrier on her body, Simon kissed her thoroughly until she felt her toes curl into the thickly woven carpet.

The pulsing heat returned, causing areas of her body to throb, chasing away any fears until she was more than ready for him to claim her as his own. When he started to tug at the hem of her chemise, she raised her arms to assist him.

In an instant, Simon had whisked the white cotton over her head and tossed it with the rest of their clothes upon the low divan.

Taking her hands, he held her away from him and looked down, appearing to feast with his eyes.

“You are magnificent, a diamond of the first water.”

His words warded off the blush that had threatened her cheeks, and for once in her life, Jenny merely accepted the attention without embarrassment. After all, under his worshiping gaze, how could she be embarrassed? She felt like a queen.

Clearly, he liked what he saw. And exactly as Aristotle’s Masterpiece had predicted, Simon’s yard rose to its duty, tenting the front of his drawers.

Boldly, she stepped forward and tugged at the small satin drawstring bow, releasing his last undergarment, which slid down his muscular legs.

“Oh,” was all she said. “You are the one who is magnificent. Truly.”

And those were the last words she spoke as he smiled, drew her to the bed, and proceeded to make love to her.

Even without parsnips, he seemed quite up to the task. More than once, in fact.

After the second culmination, lying entwined with her husband, still breathing heavily and feeling a sated heaviness to her limbs, Jenny knew she could stay awake hardly a moment longer. She had to tell him what she’d discovered between his taking her virginity and both of them spending—first her, with an astonished cry, followed by his guttural groan as he pumped into her tight sheath.

“Simon.”

He ran a fingertip between her breasts. “Yes, Genevieve.”

She giggled at her own name, giddy with happiness, still marveling at the unimagined pleasure.

“I love you.”

She heard his breath catch.

For a moment, he said nothing.

And then she heard the sweetest response, his voice choked with emotion.

“I love you, too, wife.”
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In her dream, Jenny walked in a field of wildflowers, the sun was shining brightly, and she was warm and happy. Simon was on the other side of the pasture beckoning her. Crossing beneath a copse of drooping willows, to Jenny’s horror, the snaky branches seemed to tangle around her slender neck and tighten. The more she struggled to escape, the tighter they became.

“Simon,” she screamed to him for help. “Simon!”

Hearing his answering yell, she awakened at once. However, the pain at her throat did not diminish. Fighting for air, she reached up to feel her husband’s hands at her throat. Too strong for her to break his hold, his grip was not loosening, and she hadn’t the breath to scream again.

Clawing at the backs of his hands as blackness seeped into the edges of her vision, she then pummeled him with her fists, and finally, as her last strength left her, she managed to slap his cheeks.

All at once, the tension in his hands ceased, though for a moment, Simon still didn’t release her.

“Jenny,” he said, his voice groggy and confused. “What is happening?”

She could only groan in response. Realizing their situation, he pulled his hands away from her as if scalded.

“What in the hell?” he swore, sitting up and grabbing a flint to light a bedside candle.

She didn’t move but simply remained lying on her back, her own hands pressed against her aching neck. Stunned terror still trembled through her.

As Simon realized what he’d done, a moan of anguish escaped him. When he reached for her, she flinched without meaning to, and he swore again. As he slowly moved toward her again, however, she let him take her in his arms, smoothing her hair behind her shoulders before propping the pillows up for her to lean on.

“Dear God, I don’t understand,” he ground out.

Swallowing painfully, she coughed to clear her throat. Snatching up a glass, he poured her some wine. Gratefully, she sipped at it, keeping one hand on her tender neck.

“You didn’t mean to do it,” she whispered at last. “I could tell. You were completely asleep.”

Gingerly, he lay his hand on the counterpane where it covered her lap.

“Are you hurt?”

Yes. “No,” she assured him. “You stopped nearly as soon as I awakened.”

Silence. Then he rose from the bed, unmindful of his nakedness. “This is not good.”

“I’m sure you were having a nightmare. It isn’t your fault.”

“Fault, be damned. What matter fault if you are hurt?”

“I will be fine. I am fine.” She hoped the painful ache would go away soon.

Pacing in front of the bed, Simon was not growing calmer.

“I was having the same dream of Burma. I’ve awakened before with all the bedclothes not only in disarray but on the floor as if I had been violent. I’ve even found myself on the floor, as I told you once, yet with no memory of falling out of bed. Yet I never thought I could do something so brutal as try to strangle you. It’s madness. It goes against the natural order of how I should protect you.”

Setting her wine glass on the bedside table, she crawled to the end of the bed.

“Simon, please. Do not berate yourself. You are neither mad, nor unnatural. Simply troubled. I’m sure it won’t happen again.”

Reaching her arms toward him, ignoring her own unclothed state, she hoped he would settle down and return to the bed. Moving into her embrace, he held her, her check pressed against his warm body.

“Everything is fine,” she soothed. “Come back to bed.”

He stiffened. “No. Not tonight, Jenny. I can’t.”

“Please.”

“I will sit in the chair by the fire. I can sleep there as easily, and I can also be assured I won’t harm you.”

“Tsk, you won’t—”

“I already did!” He released her. “Let me do what I must. I will watch over you until you fall asleep. Come now,” he circled the bed and patted her pillow. “Try to go back to sleep.”

Feeling miserable at the unthinkable turn of events, she settled her head on the pillow, wishing her husband’s side of the bed were not empty and already growing cold.

“Take a blanket off the bed,” she insisted as Simon tucked her in.

“Yes, wife.” He smoothed her hair off the side of her face and leaned down to kiss her. “I’m so very sorry,” he whispered.

“I know.”

In the next moment, he blew out the candle and plunged the room back into the pre-dawn darkness.
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Chapter Nineteen


When Jenny awakened the next morning, it took her a moment to remember. Sure enough, Simon was not in the bed, but he also was not in the chair. She was alone. Hurrying with her toilette, merely washing her face, using her tooth powders, and brushing her hair before twisting it into an easy chignon, she then dressed in traveling clothes, the easiest to fasten by herself.

After a quick stop at the water closet, she descended to the main floor and went to the dining room in search of her husband. It was empty. As was the parlor, the drawing room, and the conservatory, and every other room she searched. Where was that man?

Not knowing enough about her surroundings to risk venturing outdoors alone, she instead found the kitchen by following her nose toward the smell of coffee and sausages.

Simon was not there, but a round woman with a ruddy face was seated on a stool drinking coffee.

She jumped up as Jenny entered.

“Oh dear, it’s the countess,” the cook uttered before bending into a low curtsey from which Jenny feared the woman might not easily straighten. “You should have rung the bell, my lady.”

“Sorry to bother you,” Jenny said, causing the cook’s eyes to bulge at her apology. “I smelled the coffee, and also, I’m looking for Lord Lindsey.”

“Let me pour you a cup, dear.” The woman was staring at her now with unfeigned interest. “I did see his lordship a couple hours ago. He took his coffee in the parlor, and I believe he went out riding, my lady.”

The cook set the cup and saucer on a tray, her gaze still fixed upon her new mistress. “We don’t keep a big staff here, my lady, unless someone from the family is staying for an extended period, if you see what I mean. I do apologize for not sending a maid to your room.”

Jenny wondered if she could take the coffee cup off the tray, but had a feeling that would not make the woman happy.

“No matter. I appreciated the chance to sleep in.” How was she going to get the hot beverage before it was stone cold?

They stared at each other. Finally, the cook said, “Will you take your coffee in the dining room or the parlor, my lady?”

Jenny sighed. “I suppose the dining room, if you please.” Then, realizing she was hungry after her night of being turned from maiden to wife, not to mention the startling event afterward, she asked, “And I would like eggs and sausage.”

At the door, she glanced back. “Perhaps a couple pieces of toast, too. With preserves if you have any, or honey will do.”

At that moment, the maid entered and froze stock-still upon seeing Jenny in the kitchen.

“Oh, dear,” she said, curtseying even lower and more agilely than the rotund cook. “My lady.” She also stared at Jenny as if she had a squirrel on her head.

“Tilda, take her ladyship’s coffee to the dining room and come back for her breakfast.”

Thus, Jenny found herself being trailed by a maidservant carrying a large silver tray with only her saucer and cup of coffee. Once in the dining room, she took a seat on one side of a long redwood table with gold inlay, waiting while the girl set down her beverage before her.

“Sugar, my lady?”

“Yes, please,” Jenny said, and the maid grabbed a glass bowl from the sideboard and set it down before her with a spoon. “I’ll go grab your breakfast, my lady.” The girl backed out of the room, keeping her eyes fixed on Jenny the entire time until she turned and ran down the hallway.

Instead of the girl’s light tread, however, it was Hessians she heard upon the floor, and suddenly, there was her new husband in the doorway.

Unable to keep from smiling, Jenny stood and held her hands out to him.

To her dismay, his expression went from pleasant to thunderous in an instant, and he strode over to her.

“Bloody hell!” he exclaimed, peering closely at her neck. “I should send for a doctor.”

With her hands fluttering up to her neck, Jenny shook her head. “Whatever for?”

“Don’t you know? Can you not feel your own injuries?”

“My injuries?” Glancing around the room, she spied a looking glass artfully placed behind crystal decanters in one corner, causing the light to sparkle wildly and brighten the space.

Hurrying toward it, she hardly dared to look at herself. When she did, she gasped.

Craning her head to the right and left, she was amazed at how bruised her neck was, with red patches and some already deep purple. Anyone could see she’d been nearly strangled to death. Why, there were even fingerprints. Oh dear! What must the staff think? No wonder they had stared.

“Honestly, it is a little tender,” she admitted, turning to Simon, whose stricken visage tugged at her heart, “but I certainly don’t need a physician. What could he do? Perhaps your cook has some arnica infusion.”

Just then, the maid returned, stopping short at the sight of the earl. An expression of fright crossed her face, and Jenny wished she had the words to protect him. What could she say? She’d become tangled in the bed clothing?

Better to simply ignore the bruising and ignore the staring.

“My breakfast?” she prompted the girl, who gave Simon a wide berth and set down the tray overflowing with food.

“Will you eat with me, my lord?”

“I have no appetite,” he said tightly.

Jenny decided she’d ignore him as well. Simply let everything return to normal.

“That will be all then,” she said to the maid. What was her name? “Tilda, isn’t it?”

“Yes, my lady.” The girl curtsied again and left, her glance going from her new mistress’s colorful neck to her lord’s fearsome expression, until she rounded the corner.

Jenny sat down and finally sipped her coffee. Lukewarm but still delightful. She picked up her silverware and tucked into the hearty breakfast. However, as she chewed and swallowed the first bite of juicy sausage, she halted. Chewing was easy but the swallowing was a painful process, made worse by her attempting to hide how difficult it was.

Of course, Simon’s scrutiny saw everything. “I knew it. You are injured. You cannot even eat.”

“Of course I can,” Jenny said, proving she could by taking another bite. Chewing as long as she could, at last, she had to swallow. Coughing, she took another sip of coffee. That went down fairly easily, at least.

Simon yanked so hard on the bell pull, Jenny feared it would come away in his hand. In mere moments, Tilda had returned.

“Ask your cook if she has any arnica. And we will need only soup for the rest of the day.” He looked at Jenny again as she pushed the eggs around her plate. “Most probably for tomorrow’s breakfast, too,” he muttered after the maid had disappeared.

“Breakfast?” she exclaimed. “I thought we were going to the first of your holdings today.”

Simon sat in the chair beside her. “We should wait until you heal.”

“Nonsense,” she uttered. “Let us forget this matter and continue our journey. I have no intention of hiding out here.”

He sighed and grabbed a piece of toast from her plate.

“Very well. However, you must wear something high-necked or wrap a shawl around the mess I made of your lovely skin.”

“If only I could wear a cravat.” She laughed.

He didn’t even smile. “There is nothing humorous about this.”

“Perhaps not. Yet it is not the end of the world either.”

Deciding she’d better buck up before her new husband decided to put her on bedrest, Jenny forced the fluffy eggs down her aching throat, swallowed the last of the coffee, and rose to her feet.

“I will check on the arnica and then dress in such a way no one else will even notice, I promise.”

With her husband’s distraught expression haunting her, Jenny left to prepare for her first trial as an overseer.
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Simon wanted to break something. Something valuable, as if breaking something expensive he could pay for would absolve his sins. Glancing around at the modest furnishings, he noted there wasn’t a vase that looked expensive enough to bother hurling across the room. However, the blasted mirror in which Jenny had seen her injured neck, he could cheerfully toss onto the floor and crush beneath his boots.

He didn’t do anything of the kind, of course. He’d never been a violent man. Thus, waking up with his hands choking the life out of his wife—the kindest, most helpful person he’d ever known—had shaken him to his core.

And mere hours after having made love to her, the most intense, fulfilling sexual encounter he’d ever experienced. His practical Jenny was also fiercely passionate. He’d deflowered her, and then he’d nearly snuffed out her vitality.

Nauseated by his thoughts, his stomach churning, Simon knew he was going to be sick. A delayed reaction, he considered, as he ran out the back door into the garden and lost the toast he’d only just ingested.

That’s what came of tamping down the terror of what he’d nearly done. Moreover, he’d been holding that fear in check ever since his new bride had gone back to sleep trustingly, while, filled with horror, he’d sat in the chair staring into the darkness.

It had been too easy to think himself healed.

Wiping a handkerchief across his mouth, Simon stared up at their bedroom window. With Jenny by his side, he’d known a smug satisfaction that everything would be well. Indeed, he’d thought he had conquered the demons inside him. At last! He would be utterly normal again. And, of course, he had looked forward to their wedding night with particular glee after a long period of abstinence.

Bah! What a fool! Perhaps he was cursed.

Unexpectedly, Jenny appeared at the window, looking out over the garden and his breath caught in his throat. He saw the moment when she spied him. A smile lit her lovely face and she held up a hand with a slight wave.

He waved back. He would do anything to protect her, even from himself.
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Oh dear, was Simon brooding again? That was definitely not good for him. Jenny had seen him in the garden looking pensive before they left. Now, he leaned his head back in the carriage but didn’t look peaceful.

Being ever practical, she knew there was no solution her husband could come up with in his own mind. Therefore, spending long minutes going over the events of the previous night would do nothing but upset him.

She tapped his knee to get his attention. “Tell me more about this mill.”

And she drew him out of his thoughts with question upon question about the mill manager, George Marley, how well Simon knew him, how long the Deveres had owned it, and more. Until they arrived in Derbytown.

It was an impressive operation, grinding all manner of grain for the surrounding townships, as well as a large baking company that sold in Wirksworth.

The mill manager seemed neither nervous nor guilty when Jenny and Simon were shown into his office.

“Lord Devere,” Mr. Marley said rising from his desk and bowing. “I had no idea you were visiting.”

In truth, they had told no one, in case they needed to take advantage of the element of surprise.

“It’s Lindsey now. May I introduce to you my wife, Lady Lindsey.”

“You don’t say? Wonderful! I’m honored, my lady.” Marley bowed again in her direction, then he became all business. “I doubt you came all this way to show off your lovely countess to me, my lord. Is there a problem?”

“Mayhap,” Simon said. “However, my wife is more suited to the task of explaining the issue.”

“You don’t say!” Marley repeated, taking another appraising look at Jenny, glancing over the shawl wrapped around her neck like a man’s cravat.

Simon gestured with a wave of his hand to his footman who waited by the door with the appropriate ledger. Bringing it forward, he deposited it on Marley’s desk.

“I am good with numbers,” Jenny blurted, grateful Simon nodded in agreement.

“My wife has found some discrepancies and some oddities. I am sure you will be able to explain these. Meanwhile, I’ll take a look around, if you don’t mind. I’m sure one of your men can show me.”

They’d agreed ahead of time that the footman would stay with her and Simon would look around as he used to do, taking the measure of the operation. Marley’s raised eyebrows did not deter them from the plan, and in a moment, Jenny was seated opposite the mill manager.

She got right to it, flipping open a ledger to a marked page and pointing out the time a few years back when the payments no longer were entered in the household accounts.

Marley frowned. “That’s been years! Why hasn’t anyone asked before?”

“You know his lordship was away,” she said delicately. “As was his cousin, Sir Devere.”

At the mention of Tobias, Marley’s expression turned grave. “Shame about that one. Terrible thing to leave a widow and children.”

“Yes,” she agreed.

“Well, my lady, I can show you precisely what the profits are on a monthly basis and how much we’ve sent to the estate quarterly, if you understand my meaning.”

“Yes, I assure you, I quite understand.” Amazing, Jenny thought, that the man had accepted the situation as easily as he had.

Marley had a shelf full of ledgers behind him. Pushing his spectacles up his nose, he reached the shelf without standing and pulled the closest leather-bound book in his direction.

“The very last one is this figure.” He tapped a somewhat dirty fingernail upon a handsome sum of money.

Jenny nodded. “That’s what I was expecting, given the amount from about six years back.”

“Depending on the time of year, that’s about what his lordship always receives for the months when we’re grinding.” He flipped to the front of the ledger and ran his finger down a handwritten note tucked inside.

“Payment goes to an H. Keeble in London, as directed.”

“Pardon?”

“Is there something wrong, my lady?”

“I have never heard of this person.”

Marley frowned, then he shrugged. “He’s been receiving the payments these last six years.

“I suppose that was upon Sir Tobias Devere’s edict?”

“Yes, my lady. Exactly.”

Poor Simon. How distraught the news of his cousin’s deceit would make him. It was not simply the loss of the funds, but the betrayal by one whom Simon had loved and trusted.
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Not ten minutes later, after Mr. Marley had escorted her to where Simon was discussing the fineness of the ground wheat with a worker, they were on their way.

“You’ve discovered something,” he said at once.

“Unfortunately, yes, confirmation of perfidy.”

Telling him where his income was going, she watched Simon’s face cloud over. “Did you get this Keeble’s address?”

She nodded.

“Perhaps he is the mysterious Sir Agravain.”

Jenny frowned. “I beg your pardon? Why would King Arthur’s villainous knight have anything to do with whoever was helping himself to the Devere fortune?

“Maude was less than forthcoming with the name of her solicitor. Yet I suppose it will be easy enough to determine if this man is one and the same.”

“We are traveling away from London,” she pointed out.

“For now.”
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It was less than an hour’s ride to the next stop, a bleach mill. The fumes were overwhelming, but Jenny found out the same information in short order. H. Keeble was collecting the income. After directing the mill manager that payments should no longer be sent to London but directly to Belton Park, they hurried on.

“Another hour to my uncle’s,” Simon told her after they’d stopped to stretch their legs at an inn and eat a late luncheon.

“Will you ask him if he knows about his son’s … um … diversion of funds?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Toby was fond of his father, and I imagine the man is still quite stricken with grief. How will he feel if I start interrogating him about my cousin’s bookkeeping skills?”

“Will we spend the night there?”

Simon eyed her thoughtfully, his glance predictably going to her well-covered neck.

“I was planning on it. We could take a room at an inn instead.”

She considered. Either way, Jenny had the feeling they were going to have a strife-filled night unless she was extremely careful.

“Staying at your family’s home in South Wingfield is perfectly acceptable to me. I’m sure your uncle will want to spend time with you,” she said, hoping she was correct.

Alas, she wasn’t. In the front hall, instead of Simon’s uncle, the man’s second wife, Lettie, awaited them, draped in a gown of black bombazine, signifying her mourning for her husband’s son.

The woman’s job, it seemed, was to admonish them for not giving enough notice in advance of their arrival. For though Simon had sent word two weeks earlier, apparently, it was considered bad form by Lettie’s husband.

“My lord is most unhappy that you find us in such a state.”

Truthfully, Jenny thought it would have taken far longer than a week or two to put the place in order. The tapestries looked dingy, the foyer floorboards were unwaxed, and the place held a general air of both neglect and paucity.

Even the butler’s uniform was missing a button, and she could see his stocking through the worn toe of his shoe. If Jenny looked carefully, she had no doubt she’d be able to see his toe through his torn stocking, as well.

“We are family,” Simon insisted, as if nothing they encountered could matter.

However, they spent the better part of an hour trying to enjoy a cup of watered-down sherry with the peevish mistress of the house while seated in a sadly furnished room with peeling wallpaper and one boarded up window pane. Moreover, there was a chip out of Jenny’s drinking glass and something very uncomfortable poking up into her thigh from a hole in the sofa.

“We didn’t want you to go to any trouble,” Jenny added again when Lettie brought up for the umpteenth time how inconvenienced they were by the unexpected visit. Simon’s uncle had still not appeared.

“With more warning,” Lady Devere declared, “we might be eating a slightly better cut of meat tonight, and there’d be a grand pudding to top it off. We eat rather simply when we’re on our own.”

By the thinness of the woman, not to mention her hollowed cheeks, it appeared they were alone for many meals. And if two weeks were not enough to see they had a fitting evening meal, then Jenny doubted this woman had any business running a household.

“In any case, the maids have got your room ready,” Lettie continued.

“Thank you for your welcome,” Jenny insisted, though she felt anything but.

Simon was oddly quiet, perhaps distracted by the black crepe draped everywhere, over mirrors and windows and doorways.

Jenny tried to see past the mourning decorations. With a little spit and polish, though less than a fifth the size of Belton, the house could be made quite hospitable.

“You have a lovely home,” she lied, hoping to set the woman at ease over the joyless, rundown residence.

“Compared to Belton, it is a hovel,” came gruff words from the doorway, as Lord James Devere finally deigned to grace them with his presence. “Which is why I can’t understand why you’ve come all the way here.”

Simon stood at once and strode across the distance between them, arm outstretched in greeting.

Jenny’s heart skipped a beat when for a moment it appeared as if her husband’s uncle would not take the proffered hand. After a moment’s hesitation, he did. She would have thought a warm embrace would have been more fitting in any case but could tell instantly that would never happen. This man seemed as rigid and cold as her husband was yielding and warm.

He must be deeply grief-stricken over his son, she concluded.

“I came to introduce you to my countess, Lady Genevieve,” Simon said, and the use of the title and her formal name gave her pause. Her husband was offended, or hurt, by the cold reception and clearly wanted to remind his uncle who they were, not some petty relations to be treated badly.

James Devere glanced toward her, raking her with his disinterested glance as she stood and curtsied. Jenny swallowed her intense feeling of dislike. He is suffering from melancholia, she reminded herself.

“You are the new bride.” He said the last word between gritted teeth. “The woman who has captivated my nephew so quickly following his return.”

Frowning, Jenny couldn’t say why, but his words seemed insulting. What’s more, his tone implied he couldn’t for the life of him see why Simon had chosen her. Be that as it may, she decided to react with the respect the man deserved as the patriarch of her husband’s family.

“I am pleased to meet you, my lord.”

His response was a thinning of his lips and a low-murmured, “Hmm.”

Oh, dear. This was not going as she’d hoped at all.

“I offer my condolences on the loss of your son,” she added.

His head whipped up, his expression tightening as his gaze locked onto hers.

Lettie gasped audibly, and Jenny had to steel herself. Surely the man was about to let loose with a tirade.

Perhaps sensing the same, Simon came to her side and took her arm under his.

“I am truly sorry, Uncle, to be the one to bring back sad tidings. Toby was not only my cousin but also my beloved friend, as you know.”

Bless him for taking the focus onto himself, when apparently, she’d committed a faux pas for bringing up the dead man.

James’ mouth worked as though he was trying to get words out. In the end, he merely nodded to his nephew before turning to his wife.

“Is our meal ready?”

Lettie moved forward to her husband’s side. “I’m certain it is.”

And with that, they left the parlor for the dining room and an unfashionably early, utterly cheerless dinner, the long stretches of silence broken only by the scraping of the silverware upon the plates and an occasional remark from Lettie.

For his part, Simon tried to begin a conversation by describing the holdings they’d recently visited. This elicited nothing but a sour expression from his uncle whose stare remained fixated on his wine glass except when he was drinking from it.

Jenny remained silent, unable to think of what she could add to this unhappy occasion.

When, after a copious amount of wine, James Devere did at last speak, she couldn’t help wishing he had remained silent.

“Since you had the good fortune to return from that cursed, useless war when my son did not, I thought you might have had the good sense to marry his widow.”
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Chapter Twenty


Even as he said the words, Simon’s uncle’s gaze never lifted from the table.

“Seems as if it would’ve been damn convenient, what with a readymade family and all.”

Lettie closed her eyes a moment, exactly in the instant Jenny felt hers go wide with the rudeness of the man’s statement.

Across from her, Simon bristled, appearing to grow larger as he took in a deep breath.

“As it turned out, Uncle, I was lucky enough to find precisely the right woman for me.” He offered her a smile that took the sting out of James Devere’s words and warmed her to her toes.

“Well,” was all their surly host said.

Clearly, Simon had had enough. “I think it high time the countess and I took to our chamber.”

God, yes! She couldn’t wait to get away from the taciturn, unwelcoming James Devere. Grief was an excuse only up to a point.

Poor Simon, she thought, having merely this man as his last living relation!

At her husband’s nod, Jenny stood, waiting for his uncle to stand as well. He did not. Perhaps he was too far in his cups to recall his manners.

“Good night, Lady Devere,” Jenny said to Lettie before turning to James Devere. “Good night, my lord.”

“Hmm,” he said.

In response, Simon bowed to Lettie, bid her good night, and ignored his uncle altogether.

As they reached the top of the stairs, her husband murmured in her ear, “That went well.”

Jenny couldn’t help the first giggle that escaped her. Her nervousness had built up to a bursting point. Now, it came in full-throated laughter that brought tears to her eyes.

At first, Simon seemed surprised, yet by the time they reached their room, he was laughing with her.

“After all,” she said as they sat upon the bed holding onto each other, “if we can handle Ned in my family, we can handle James in yours.”

He stroked her cheek.

“I did not like that my uncle insulted you.”

“I didn’t feel insulted. He doesn’t even know me. He merely wanted to keep a connection to his son and expressed it badly.”

Simon’s thumb brushed over her lips, causing a delightful tingle to begin.

“How did you get to be so understanding, Lady Lindsey?”

He moved his hand and cupped the back of her head.

Locking gazes with him, she answered before all her thoughts were scattered by the kiss she knew was coming. “Born this way, I suppose.”

And then his mouth descended upon hers.

A little while later, she admitted, “I’m rather glad your uncle drove us from the dining room. I much prefer being alone with you.”

“Agreed, wife.” Pushing her back upon their bed, Simon’s kiss deepened. She curled her fingers in his hair and opened her mouth to his.

However, when he would have trailed kisses from her jaw down her neck, he growled.

“Will you remove the shawl, please?”

Knowing this would ruin their romantic encounter, she sighed. “It’s keeping me warm. Have you noticed our room is like ice? I think there is one tiny piece of coal in the fireplace.”

“I will keep you warm.”

Slowly doing as he asked, Jenny didn’t need a mirror when she had her husband’s wincing face to tell her how she looked.

“Christ! I should be whipped.”

“Stop it,” she ordered. “I’m sure the arnica helped. Undoubtedly, my neck will appear bruised for a few days.”

“Your flesh is colored like a juggler’s cap, purple, black, even green.”

“Then let us go to bed and put the light out, then you don’t have to look at it.”

Still, Simon hesitated.

“I am asking you to come to bed with me and hold me in your arms.”

His mouth twisted. “Unfair, wife. You know I cannot deny such a request when I’ve wanted to touch you all day.”

More slowly than the night before, they made love. His hands upon her skin, stroking and teasing her, brought Jenny quickly to throbbing desire. His mouth left off kissing hers to perform wickedly delightful acts on her heated body. By the time he settled his hips between her thighs, she was nearly begging him to fill her.

It was perfect, and Jenny couldn’t imagine how she’d gone without such sensations for the first two decades of her life. Nor how she could ever do without her strong, passionate husband ever again.
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Simon’s heartbeat started to slow as he lay beside his luscious, soft wife. However, the satiated feeling dissipated as the minutes passed. Their lovemaking had been intense and sweet at the same time. Rather like Jenny. Moreover, each time he touched her naked body, each time he sunk into her, he loved her more.

For certainly, this was love causing his abject terror at the idea of falling asleep and possibly hurting her again.

Having decided the best course of action was to wait for her to drop off to sleep, then creep from the bed to the chair, he would spend this and every night away from her. For he knew precisely what would happen if a certain dream started. And it would start, as it had almost every night since his return.

The thought he might hurt her the next time he touched her gnawed away at him, keeping him awake. When her breathing became deep and even and her body’s movements stilled, then he left her safely to her slumbers.
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Jenny awakened to sunlight and birds chirping and smiled, feeling like a princess. No, she corrected herself, she felt like a countess.

Glancing over to where her husband slept beside her, she frowned. Gone! He moved very quietly for a large man. She’d not heard or felt him rise from the bed.

Recalling the night before, she had planned to lie awake, keeping alert. If Simon began to move and thrash about, perhaps due to a disturbing dream, then she was going to go to the large, threadbare chair by the window.

However, after all the travelling and the meal—as well as the glorious lovemaking—she’d dropped off to sleep very quickly. And nothing bad had happened. So, she’d been correct. The events of the previous night had been an aberration. They had slept peacefully together.

Smiling to herself, she dressed quickly, making sure to apply more arnica from the pot Tilda had given her before wrapping a pretty, lightweight shawl around her neck.

Jenny found her husband in the dining room, breaking his fast with Lady Devere. His uncle was absent, perhaps simply sleeping in.

“I hope you slept well,” Lettie said, as Simon pulled Jenny’s chair out for her. “I’m sure if you’d given us more notice, we could have had the sheets aired longer and the carpets cleaned. Maybe the windows needed repointing,” she trailed off and bit a piece of dry toast.

Jenny nearly rolled her eyes. Glancing at her husband, his enigmatic expression gave no clue as to his thoughts. Perhaps he was thinking of their lovemaking. For certainly, that was the only memory she would hold onto when recalling her stay in James Devere’s home.

“Perfectly well,” Jenny said pointedly, hoping Simon realized they had passed a night without incident. “The bed was quite comfortable. Wasn’t it, my lord?”

“Quite,” he agreed. “Tea?”
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When they left mid-morning for the Devere coal mine, Simon’s uncle had not appeared. Given the man’s disposition, Simon would not have asked him anything about his son’s potential thievery in any case. Jenny could see broaching the topic of Tobias and the ledgers would have gained nothing but potentially James Devere having an apoplectic fit.

“Still, if he’d come to say goodbye, you could have asked him if he’d given Maude leave to sell the hall,” Jenny pointed out. “Though I guess now we know why he advised her to move into Belton Manor. If you had died, Tobias would be next in line and his family would already be installed at the seat of the earldom.”

Simon stared out the window. “But Toby died, and his father seemed to think I should have picked up the pieces of his family.”

“I’m sorry if this visit was a disappointment to you.”

Simon shrugged. “I merely wanted to see my uncle after all this time. It had been years, as you know. He’s bitter, but it looks like his house has been long-neglected. If Toby were skimming funds, why would he let his father live in squalor? I guess I should simply be relieved my uncle didn’t ask me for any details of Toby’s death.”

Jenny patted his knee, and he imprisoned her hand under his.

“I wish I could forget the bloody details.”

“I know.” Reaching up, she stroked his cheek with her other hand. “In time.”

The next stop, at a lead mine, went as the previous two, and they procured a room at an inn in the late afternoon, with only a brewery to attend the following day.

When the innkeeper led them to a spacious suite, Simon told him they would take dinner alone in their room.

“I always stayed here when I went around to visit the accounts. I never dreamed I’d be in this room with my lovely wife.”

Considering his words, Jenny didn’t particularly care for the flash of jealousy that sizzled through her.

“Were you ever in this room with another woman?”

An expression of surprise crossed his face, and Jenny felt her cheeks warm. In truth, the forward question surprised even her. It was none of her business, and no good could come from knowing the answer if he had.

Instead of looking uncomfortable or guilty, however, Simon’s face stretched into a smile.

“You cannot know how very pleased I am to be able to say unequivocally that, no, I never had a woman with me. You are the first and only I shall ever bring to this inn or on my estate travels. For you are a rare gem, Lady Genevieve Lindsey. And I still cannot believe I plucked you from a garden so close to my own home. Proof the bon ton with their tedious rounds of the Season haven’t a clue how to find a proper mate.”

Was she glowing? If not, it would be a crime against nature, for Jenny felt happiness in every fiber of her being.

Crossing the room on eager steps, she tossed her arms around her husband.

“I am grateful I was blessed with a gift for mathematics.”

He laughed at her statement and held her close.

“However,” she added, leaning back and looking him in the eyes, “my sisters cannot rely on our good fortune. I cannot believe that luck, like lightning, will strike again in our little village. Thus, a Season each, they must have.”

“I have not forgotten my promise, wife.”

And then they spoke no more for a long time. In fact, Simon had to get up and don his banyan hurriedly, allowing his countess to hide absolutely naked under the bed covers, when a knock on the door heralded their evening meal.

Sitting on the bed, unclothed, they ate cold chicken, bread, and pickled onions. Talking and laughing together, Jenny couldn’t imagine a better repast had she been at court dining with Queen Victoria herself.

However, all too soon, the earl grew hesitant as bedtime approached.

“I shall ask you every night to come lie down with me and hold me in your arms.”

He smiled tentatively. “And every night, I shall not refuse you.”
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Simon saw the filthy jailer approaching. What did he want? Surprised to find himself back in his cell after such a long dream of happiness, a dream in which he’d not only been back at Belton, he’d even fallen in love, Simon knew if he could get his hands on the bastard’s throat, he could choke the life out of him and possibly escape.

He had someone at home to whom he desperately wished to return.

No. Shaking his head, he knew that was an idiotic fantasy. He had no ladylove. Yet he knew he must kill the guard. Only then could he save Toby, who sat against the cell wall staring at him.

Something niggled at him. Some reason why he felt a new sense of dread. Not the rats. Not the cold. Not the hunger. If he could remember what was bothering him …

No matter. Strangely, as if not understanding the peril he was in, the jailer walked close by the enclosure and even stood where Simon could reach him. Fool. Dead man!

Reaching for him, Simon felt his hand touch warm flesh, but then the jailer dodged just out of reach. Once, twice, and then too far to touch.

Disappointed, Simon lay back down on the cell floor. It felt far more comfortable than it had before, and he realized he could most likely sleep easily. Even the rats had disappeared for the time being.
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Jenny’s heart was in her mouth. That was what it felt like anyway, ever since Simon had reached for her, his fingers grasping for her neck. Quickly, she had scooted to the edge of the bed. He’d tried twice more until, as quietly as possible, she’d slipped from the covers to huddle beside the bed, trying to see him in the dark.

His visage was tense, thunderous, not peaceful as it should be.

Thank goodness she’d stayed awake, or had reawakened, she wasn’t sure which. For certainly, if Simon hurt her again, he would be devastated.

Snatching up the robe her husband had discarded, she snuggled into it and sat down in the chair by the dying embers of the fire, tucking her feet up underneath her. She would stay until morning, and then get back into bed when he started to stir, with Simon none the wiser.
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“What is the meaning of this?”

Jenny jerked awake, her neck cricked uncomfortably and, oh dear, was she drooling slightly while sleeping sitting up?

Wiping her cheek upon her own shoulder, she tried to clear the web of sleep from her brain.

Simon stood before her, stark naked. And apparently livid.

Recalling what had driven her from their bed, she cursed herself for not waking up in time to return to it.

Even worse, she’d neglected to come up with a credible reason for sleeping in the chair.

“Don’t bother,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “Any tale you tell, I already know is a fib. I know exactly what happened because I had the cursed dream.”

Hanging her head, Jenny hoped he would let her stay silent on the events of the night before.

Alas, he was not going to let it rest, even in the nippy morning air and him without a stitch of clothing.

In fact, as she tried to come up with something less damning than what had actually happened, her brain became distracted by the sight of him in daylight, his muscular frame, his long limbs, his impressive …

“Tell me,” Simon ground out, turning to pace to the other side of the room giving her a superb view of his magnificent rear.

He spun around, giving her the other view again. Her mouth went dry, for it seemed with the slight agitation, he was becoming aroused in other ways.

“I …,” she trailed off and stared.

“Yes?” he prompted. Then he glanced down. “Christ! Where is my banyan?”

Realizing Jenny was wearing it, he grabbed his discarded drawers and yanked them on.

Feeling slightly disappointed when everything interesting disappeared from sight, she sighed. Then in order to ease his mind, she gave lying a try.

“I thought you seemed a tad restless, so I decided to let you have the bed to yourself.”

“Restless?” Simon demanded.

Her gaze slid from his to a point over his shoulder.

He waited.

When she said nothing more, he crossed his arms.

“Did I touch you?”

“Not really.”

“Damnit! You were afraid of me, weren’t you?”

“Don’t be silly,” she said quickly. “But I know better than to stand in front of a runaway carriage, even if the horse means me no harm.”

“Not the bloody metaphorical horse and carriage again!”

Jumping up, she ran to his warm body and slipped her arms around his waist.

“I’m not afraid of you, and I never will be. This will work itself out. Maybe if we talk about—”

Instead of enclosing her in an embrace, he turned away.

“There is nothing to talk about. I cannot control what happens in my sleep.”

“But maybe if you discussed your dreams. Is it one in particular, did you say?”

“No.”

“No, it’s more than one?”

“No, I don’t want to discuss it.” Simon’s mouth tightened. “I suggest we dress, break our fast, and go to the last account.”

“Very well.” What could she say? Every night, it seemed, and perhaps every morning, too, would be a new battle. Looking at her troubled husband, Jenny vowed to fight—with him and for him—in order to keep him.
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“I am glad we’ll be home by tomorrow night,” Jenny said as Simon assisted her into the carriage after their last stop. “Though clearly it has been well worth these days of traveling.”

“It has been an enlightening trip, and at least we have a name and address.”

Her husband should have been content knowing they could easily hunt down Mr. H. Keeble in London, but his brow held the hint of a frown as it had all day.

It didn’t take an intellectual bluestocking to know what was troubling him.

“I’m sure you look forward to seeing your mother and your sisters again,” Simon added.

“Truthfully, I’m most looking forward to starting in my role as countess and helping you run Belton. I want to build a life with you, and, if you’ll let me, make our house feel like my home as well.”

At last, she elicited a smile from her earl.

“Of course. You may redecorate or renovate as you see fit. I trust since you know what is in our coffers, better than anyone, you won’t bankrupt the house of Devere.”

She grinned. “No, my lord. That would hardly be in our best interest.”

“Just so.”

After, he’d seemed in better spirits. They returned full circle to spend another night at the Devere home in Wirksworth, with the watchful Tilda and the round-faced cook.

As she expected, Jenny awakened alone with clear signs Simon had slept in the chair. What would happen when they returned to Belton?

In the comfortable clarence, they at least could celebrate the triumph of having successfully redirected Simon’s rightful income back into his own coffers. Yet, when the familiar stone wall and black gates of Belton Manor came into view, her husband’s eyes took on a look of uncertainty.

Picking up her gloves from her lap, Jenny tugged them on, flashed him an encouraging smile, and vowed to herself to help Simon become quite certain of his decision to marry her.
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It would be Jenny’s first night in her new home, her first evening as Countess Lindsey, and the servants had gone over the top to make her feel welcome. She nearly pointed out to Simon the absolute opposite reception they were receiving from that of his uncle’s home. Then she thought better of it. No need to pick at a wound.

The admiral was front and center to greet them with other staff lined up according to rank. Fresh flowers decorated the front hall, a scrumptious dinner had been planned, and, if Jenny wasn’t mistaken, every window had been cleaned. She’d warrant they were completely out of vinegar, there were so many sparkling panes winking in the last rays of the late afternoon sun.

Feeling an immediate bonding with these people with whom she would spend the rest of her life, she sent up a silent prayer of gratitude. Things could be terribly different. As the staff bustled about to bring in their bags, get the lord and lady seated in the parlor, and bring them refreshments, it seemed as if blind Fortuna had spun her wheel and bestowed upon Jenny the greatest of good luck.

Suddenly, instead of someone else’s efficient and happy staff, they were hers. She added the burden quite happily to her load as mistress of Belton.

Even Peter and Alice appeared, showing up as the sugared orange slices and ladyfingers also arrived. Watching as her new husband spoke animatedly to his young cousins, it wasn’t difficult to imagine him with their own children.

“What are you thinking, Lady Lindsey?”

She felt her cheeks grow warm.

“Ah,” he said.

“I don’t understand,” Alice said.

“What are you thinking?” Peter asked the same question.

Smiling at them, Jenny said, “Only what lovely children you are and how pleased I am you are living here. Where is your mother?”

Peter shrugged and grabbed for a second ladyfinger.

Alice, sucking on an orange segment, spoke around the juicy morsel, “In our parlor.”

Lord Lindsey raised an eyebrow. The woman had been hiding out, it was his contention, in order that no one could ask her any more questions. Sir Agravain indeed!

Thinking of her husband and their staff, who all depended upon the solvency of the estate, Jenny was determined to get to the bottom of any disreputable dealings, even if it meant storming the widow’s private rooms.

At bedtime, Simon saw her to the door of her own chamber, which now contained all her personal things from the Blackwood cottage along with a very large bed.

When he paused at the threshold, Jenny clenched her fists at her sides. Would she have to convince her husband each and every night? For though she knew it was the fashion to have their own rooms, she had no desire to spend her married life sleeping alone in a four-poster bed with only occasional visits from her husband.

Not giving him the option to abandon her, she asked, “Which room shall we take tonight, yours or mine?”

“Well played, wife.”

“What do you mean?” She blinked her eyes.

“Both options ultimately are the same.”

She wanted to stamp her foot. Didn’t he want to hold her, caress her, make love to her? They’d been married merely a week.

“Don’t you want to sleep with me?” she demanded.

“Frankly, no.”
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Chapter Twenty-One


Jenny took a step back into her room, feeling as if he’d struck her.

Simon followed her, grabbing both her hands.

“Don’t misunderstand me, Jenny. I want to lie with you. I certainly want to give you pleasure and watch you spend in my arms. And I wish to hold you, every night and every morning if it were possible. However, the part in between, the sleeping? No, I tell you without lying, I don’t want to sleep with you. In fact, the idea terrifies me.”

“Nothing more has happened,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt at this turn of events, a lifetime of separate beds.

“It has actually. The nights you slept safely, I got out of bed and sat in a damned chair.”

“The same way I found you when I first entered your room.” As it turned out, she had not really helped him at all.

He let her hands drop. “I stayed in a chair for a far different reason then. To keep from sleeping.”

“And when you did drift off in the chair, did you have the same violent dreams?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he insisted to her dismay. “We shall compromise. Get ready for bed here, and I shall do the same in there,” he pointed toward the door that separated their bedrooms. “Then I shall come back and …”

“Yes?”

“Spend time with you until you fall asleep,” he finished, the glint in his eye bespeaking of how they would spend their first night together at Belton.

She supposed that was the only arrangement with which he would feel comfortable, and she had no choice but to agree. For now.
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The next day, when Lady Tobias Devere had still not put in an appearance, Jenny decided to take matters into her own hands. She wandered through her new home to the apartment on the second floor in the east wing that somehow the widow had commandeered for herself and her children when she’d moved in uninvited.

Tapping on the door, Jenny waited patiently for a response. Simon had told her of his inability to extract information from the widow. Upon her only encounter with Maude in the library, Jenny had seen how easily the woman went from speaking freely to closing up like a miser’s purse.

However, it only made sense that some answers must lie with the widow. She tapped again. Nothing.

Turning away, Jenny took two steps down the hallway before stopping. Squaring her shoulders, she turned and approached the door again. Her door in her home. She would enter unbidden, since she had been assured this was not the woman’s bedroom but a sitting room.

With a swift turn of the brass knob, she swung the door open. It was apparent that the room was empty. Moreover, Jenny could see this parlor was merely the first of a string of rooms, all joined like Simon’s chambers by two sets of doors, allowing one to stroll in a loop if one wished.

Somewhere, in one of the rooms, the children must be playing, for their voices echoed on the parquet and high ceilings, reaching Jenny’s ears.

The talking and occasional laughter was quite comforting, and she guessed the apartment would seem extremely lonely if it were silent. Walking farther in, she came to the next room that was set up as a charming dining room where no doubt Tobias’s family ate. How sad to think of their lives going on without the young man.

“Non, j’ai dit non!” Maude’s voice came from behind the closed door to the next room, speaking in French perhaps because something—or someone—had upset her. Then she said in English, “You must go tell him it is finished. At an end. Finis!”

A man’s voice, one she didn’t recognize, argued with her, “He won’t like it, my lady.”

“If the new earl sees you, he may recognize you, and then there will be questions.”

The entire puzzling exchange had taken only moments, and suddenly, Jenny realized their footsteps were drawing closer to the door between the rooms. Running, in her slippered feet, she made it back into the center of the parlor when she heard them enter the dining room. All she could do was turn and face them, standing in the middle of the room as if she’d only then walked in.

Lady Devere and Master Cheeseface were already in the parlor when they looked up and saw her. Maude gasped, and they both halted.

Jenny held her ground. She could not curtsey first without losing face, but she could speak first. Indeed, protocol demanded it.

“It is good to see you well, Lady Devere, after your many headaches.”

The widow flushed and then remembered whom she now addressed. She curtsied, low enough to seem respectful but without showing any true deference.

“Thank you, my lady. I wasn’t aware you had returned from your wedding trip,” Maude said, though Jenny knew this could not be true. “This is my children’s arithmetic’s tutor, Master Dolbert.”

The man bowed low, and Jenny was doubtful he even remembered their brief encounter at the side entrance. Did it matter? Should she mention she’d met him before? He had the same disinterested expression now as he had then, a man who preferred to look anywhere but directly into one’s eyes.

“Congratulations on your nuptials,” Maude added, clearly wishing to keep Jenny’s attention from the man at her side.

Jenny thanked her, wondering not for the first time why the widow hadn’t come to the chapel for the wedding or attended the breakfast feast, though both Peter and Alice had been there. It would be impolite to ask, of course.

“I was not even aware the earl was courting you,” Maude said a little offhandedly.

“I can certainly understand how some might say they were surprised,” Jenny allowed, though if anything more was said, by Maude or anyone else, it would be inappropriate. Any implication of undue haste was beyond rude, except when her own dear Maggie said it.

Maude shrugged in her Gallic fashion, and an awkward silence descended. Politeness demanded the woman invite Jenny to sit and have tea. She didn’t. Instead, she turned to the tutor.

“You may go. Thank you for the update on the children’s progress.”

Master Dolbert nodded, bowed deeply again to Jenny, a shallower bow to Maude, and then he departed through the open door to the hallway as quickly as a rabbit with a fox on his tail.

The two ladies stared at one another.

“We visited my husband’s uncle while we were away. Your father-in-law.”

Ah, that got a reaction, Jenny noted with curiosity.

Maude paled and sat down, then jumped up once more as if she’d sat on something hot.

“My apologies. Will you sit?” she invited at last with little enthusiasm.

“Thank you.” Jenny would keep this civil, but she was not leaving without learning more. Seeing a book on the chair, she asked, “What are you reading?”

“Voltaire.” The woman said nothing more.

“I have read him only in translation.”

“It is not the same,” Maude pointed out, looking disappointed.

Feeling a sliver of insecurity, especially in light of the woman’s superb command of both English and French, Jenny explained, “Unfortunately, I do not have the command of your native tongue like my sister has, which is why she and not I tutor Peter and Alice.”

It would’ve been boorishly defensive of her to mention she had other talents. In any case, discussion of tutoring reminded Jenny of a question that had been nettling her like a pebble in her slipper. Was she not the Countess of Lindsey? She supposed she could get away with asking Maude whatever she wanted.

“Speaking of which, who pays my sister to come tutor your children?

Maude stared as if the question, or the asker, made no sense.

Jenny waited. If she put words into the woman’s mouth, she would never learn the truth.

Finally, the widow’s gaze slid to the floor.

“Why do you ask? Why would you assume I am not the one who pays?”

Hmm, two questions for her one. Not really an answer. Certainly not a forthright one.

“Forgive me, Lady Devere, however, I am under the impression, perhaps wrongly, that you have no income of your own. Yet you pay my sister and Master Dolbert?”

A long hesitation, as well as the widow’s pursed lips, met Jenny’s questioning words. When Maude at last realized Jenny was not going to fill the silence with idle chatter or retract the question, the lady sighed.

“You are quite correct. However, I have a little money from the sale of my home.” She lifted her chin, looking rather mutinously proud. “When that is gone, then …”

Jenny understood the fear of financial ruin and wished to comfort this rather prickly woman. “I am sorry for your situation. I am certain my husband will keep you and your children under his protection for as long as you need. In your place, I can see why you sold the hall, but why won’t you tell us to whom you sold it?”

Maude shook her head. “I do not know.”

Jenny persisted. “The servant at the hall said you did.”

“She lied. How does she even know me?”

“The maid said it was Lady Devere who told her not to tell my husband who her master was.”

Frowning, Maude kept her gaze on her own hands resting in her lap. All at once, she looked up at Jenny, and her puzzled expression cleared.

“There is more than one Lady Devere.”

It was Jenny’s turn to frown. Then she realized she had met the other one, Letitia, Lord James Devere’s irritating wife.

Why would she have any say at Jonling Hall? Simon’s uncle’s home bespoke of miserliness or an extreme lack of funds. Certainly, he didn’t seem like someone who could afford to purchase the hall, though Jenny could quite believe he would turn out his own daughter-in-law. Especially when James had hoped to push her into the arms of the new earl.

“Is there anything else you can tell me?”

Maude merely pursed her lips before muttering, “I don’t know anything.”

She knew something, as evidenced by the conversation Jenny had overheard.

“The mathematics tutor, I met him once before.”

Blanching, Maude whispered, “Dolbert.”

A strange reaction to a seemingly banal man.

“Is something wrong?”

The widow shook her blonde head.

“I … I have a megrim coming on.”

Ah, the ever-at-the-ready headache that kept the widow from dinners or wedding nuptials and now threatened to send Jenny from the room.

“My mother always uses oil of peppermint on the back of her neck and temples. Shall we ring for some? Or perhaps simply a strong cup of tea?”

Maude’s eyes widened, then she got up and strode to the bell pull. “I shall ring for tea,” she said.

“Very good.”

They sat in strained silence, first while they waited for the response from below stairs, and then while they waited for the ordered tea.

“Sublime weather,” Jenny said, at last. “Why, there were flowers in bloom everywhere we went.”

Maude nodded.

Sighing, Jenny decided to wait out the other woman. She would busy herself reciting the multiplication tables, which she often used to help her fall asleep. Having reached the table of five, she was pleased the tea had arrived as she was already beginning to feel a tad drowsy.

Jenny was even more pleased to see there were shortbread biscuits.

“Nothing like a biscuit to perk one up in the afternoon.” She took a bite of one as the maid poured their tea.

Maude nodded noncommittally.

Goodness, Jenny thought. I’m starting to sound like my mother.

“Anyway, where were we? Discussing Master Dolbert, I believe.”

Maude’s eyes opened wide, but Jenny would not be put off. This was too important to the Deveres, and now she was one of them. Taking a sip of the bracing hot beverage, she waited.

Maude drank her tea, nibbled at the shortbread, and even put her fingers to her temple, but Jenny simply sat and said nothing more.

“My father-in-law suggested I hire him.”

Jenny almost missed the woman’s words, spoken softly.

“I beg your pardon. Do you mean to say Lord Devere suggested you hire a mathematics tutor, or Master Dolbert in particular?”

“Dolbert.”

Jenny tried to reconcile such interest in the education of his grandchildren with the curt, stingy man who seemed to neglect his home and was perhaps starving his own wife.

“I am …” astonished “… pleased your father-in-law has such loving concern for Peter and Alice.”

Mayhap the man’s abhorrent behavior during their visit was entirely brought on by grief after all.

She had one last question. Dredging up the information given to her by the owners of the Deveres’ investments.

“Do you know Mr. H. Keeble?”

Her face growing even paler if possible, Maude opened her mouth once, twice, thrice, clearly caught off guard. At last, stiffly and with bulging eyes, she shook her head.

“No? You’ve never heard of him?” Jenny almost laughed at the woman’s obvious perfidy.

Maude shook her head once more.

“Who is he?” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

“No matter,” Jenny said, dismissing the topic. She wouldn’t be made a fool of, explaining what little she knew to this woman who clearly knew more.

Standing, Jenny took her leave. It had been an interesting visit, but in her heart, she felt it would be best if the widow left Belton sooner rather than later. It was beyond disconcerting to have a liar, and potentially a thief, in their midst.

Determined to keep a close eye on Maude for the sake of her husband’s estate, Jenny turned at the door.

The woman had remained seated but stared at her from across the spacious room.

“My husband requests that you and your children attend the evening meal with us in the future. After all, we are one family.”

Without waiting for a reply, Jenny left. If Maude dared to disobey such a request, she’d be forced to send in the admiral!
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“If your cousin was acting on behalf of your uncle, then why wouldn’t James have a palatial residence instead of letting his home become so rundown?”

They’d been going around the topic for the better part of an hour and getting nowhere. Simon was quite ready to drop it for the time being.

He took a sip of brandy and leaned back against the sofa. His intelligent wife was like a Bow Street runner, simply not going to let the matter of embezzled monies go until she’d sussed out the culprit.

“On the other hand, you firmly believe Tobias would not do such a thing to betray your father and you without being encouraged, or even forced. Correct?”

Nodding, Simon set his glass down on the table beside him and yawned before reaching for Jenny and dragging her closer to him.

“There,” he said, when she was snuggled against his side. “That’s better.”

Encouraged by her soft laughter, when she looked up at him, he stole a kiss.

“My lord, we must focus on the issue at hand.”

“My lady, we can know nothing more until we either go to London or send someone on our behalf to check into this Mr. Keeble. In the meantime, at least we have solved the mystery of the diminishing income.”

Jenny worried her lower lip with her teeth. He loved seeing new things he hadn’t noticed before.

“What is it?” she asked.

“What is what?”

“You’re staring. Do I have the remains of something on my face?”

“No, wife. You look perfect as always.”

This time her laughter was more of an unladylike snort that caused him to chuckle as well.

“I am far from perfect,” she protested.

“Closer to it than I am,” he pointed out.

Sighing, she gave him that patient look he wasn’t sure he liked. She dismissed his nighttime violence as if it were inconsequential. All he could think of was how it felt to wake up and realize his hands were around her slender neck. And she was still wearing high-necked gowns to hide the last of the bruises, now a yellowish brown.

“When shall we go to London?” Jenny asked.

How could he take her without getting separate rooms at every inn as well as maintaining that status in his townhouse? She would fight him as she’d been doing most nights here at Belton. And when traveling, things could be even more unpredictable.

“Actually, I am thinking to go on my own.” Simon ignored her puzzled look. “I will ride rather than take the carriage. I can get there more quickly, meet with Keeble, spend only one night in London, and return the following day.”

“Why can’t I go with you? I thought I was your estate manager?”

“You are. But there could be danger. We don’t know what manner of man with whom we are dealing. Thug or gentleman.”

“Which is why you shouldn’t go alone.”

He nearly laughed but sensed that would offend her.

“Dear wife, I can handle myself, and while I am sure any villain would be terrified by your stature.” He paused when she punched him in the shoulder. “I would feel better knowing you are safely at home.”

She was muttering under her breath about safety, and he wished he could make her realize how her wellbeing was now of the utmost importance to him. To protect her was his duty. And he would not fail her as he had Toby.

“Nevertheless, I should very much like to see the townhouse, especially as my sisters and mother will be residing there in a matter of months. Let me accompany you on the journey, and I will stay well away from Mr. Keeble. Or am I your estate manager in name only? Is it true or a lie?”

It was his turn to sigh. For she had certainly made mincemeat of his argument. How could he keep her home? He thought if she were carrying his child, she would stay home, but he was rather premature with that hope.

“Simon, what are you thinking?”

“That we should have children immediately!”

“I beg your pardon?” She leaned away from him, perhaps to ascertain his seriousness.

“We should get you started on producing babes so you have appropriate concerns and interests. Not musty ledgers. You shouldn’t be concerned with boring things, such as …”

“Going to London?” she finished for him when he trailed off lamely. “The most exciting city in the world?”

“Also filthy, crowded, and smelly.”

In truth, he would love to go to Vauxhall with her and to the opera. Maybe even to Astley’s. Jenny would simply have to agree to his rules for sleeping, both on the journey and in Town.

Thus, Simon found himself in his carriage with his wife a few days later, headed to London.

“Are you terribly annoyed I’m with you?”

Simon could tell by her expression she knew he wasn’t, and also that she didn’t care. She was simply thrilled, if her eyes told the truth, to be going with him.

“Yes,” he lied, a slight smile upon his lips. “I’m dreadfully furious, can’t you tell?”

He reached over and took her beloved face in his hands.

“Oh,” she murmured, obviously waiting to be kissed.

Claiming her soft lips beneath his, he relished the way she clasped her fingers behind his neck. Slanting his mouth, he gently but determinedly slipped his tongue into her sweet warmth.

“Mm,” she moaned.

When they parted, she had the slightly disheveled, distracted appearance that always stirred him to want to do it again, as well as a great deal more.

“That is my favorite part of traveling,” Jenny confessed, as she lifted her heavy lids and smiled at him.

“Mine, too.”

As he’d feared, she put up a fight when he said he would procure two rooms on the first of four nights at an inn.

“I will not have people thinking we are that type of couple.”

“What type of couple?” Simon couldn’t keep the exasperation out of his voice. He simply wanted her to be able to sleep safely.

“The type who don’t have enough affection for one another to sleep together. As if we can’t bear the other’s company.”

He sent his eyes rolling skyward as they stood outside the inn, arguing like fishwives.

“I believe no one thinks anything of the sort. It is perfectly normal to get two chambers. In fact, quite the contrary, they will think we are like rutting goats if we need only one room when travelling.”

At her shocked and hurt expression, he wished he could call back his words.

“Never mind. We shall stay in one room, the better for me to keep an eye on you.”

He should be flattered that Jenny wanted to be with him. In truth, he was moved by her deep affection and grateful beyond words. Moreover, at her apparent relief and happiness that he would share her room, he did, in fact, feel like a randy goat.

He was not looking forward to a night on the floor or a chair, but for Jenny, he would do either.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Jenny awakened to the familiar sight of an empty bed. How chivalrous. At least they had enjoyed each other before he’d let her drift off to sleep and then abandoned her.

Her mouth twisted. That was unfair, he hadn’t really abandoned her. She looked to the overstuffed chair and frowned. No Simon. Maybe he had left the room after all. Getting out of bed, she rounded the end of it and nearly tripped over her husband’s prone form.

As it was, she kicked him in the head.

“Ouch,” he exclaimed and sat up from his makeshift nest—a pillow upon the carpet and two blankets over the top of him.

“This is ridiculous, husband. You are not a dog to lie on the floor at the foot of the bed.”

He grinned. “I’ve slept in far worse conditions, as you know.”

Tossing her hands up, she tried to step past him to reach her clothing hanging in the wardrobe, but he grabbed for her hand and, with a quick tug, pulled her down on top of him.

Before she knew it, her shift was up around her waist and they were engaging in the best of Aristotle’s Masterpiece, as she’d come to think of their lovemaking. Afterward, lying with her head cradled against Simon’s shoulder and his arm around her, she couldn’t help the giggle that escaped her.

“What is it?” he asked, still drawing tender strokes across her flat stomach.

“I am certain this is the first time an earl and his countess have made love on this floor, right next to such a comfortable down mattress. Like Bedlamites!”

He brushed a kiss across her forehead. “Truly, I am quite mad for you,” he admitted, “but you are probably right. Let’s break our fast and get on the road, the sooner you will see our townhouse.”

Liking the sound of “our townhouse,” she dressed quickly and ate even more quickly.

Three days later, as she supervised the unpacking of their trunks, Jenny was not disappointed. When Simon gave her a tour of the house, she tried to glean more about the man she’d married.

“My lord, I am surprised your family ever left Town for Belton.”

For instead of the usual London house with barely any land, the Deveres’ had a corner mansion with front and back gardens on Portman Square.

“We’ve had offers,” he admitted, “from more than one duke and a member of the royal family. However, not needing the coin, we kept our place in Town. I don’t know if my father came here when I was … away.”

According to the downstairs maid, Lady Maude, Lord James, and Lady Letitia had all used the Devere townhouse in the past few years.

At that news, Jenny lifted an eyebrow to her husband. “The plot thickens.”

“Such a mind for discovering deviousness,” he said, admiringly.

[image: *]*

“Tell Mr. Keeble, Simon Devere, Earl of Lindsey, is here to see him.”

Simon was no fool. He’d hired a man to follow Keeble for two days to determine what kind of man he was and for whom he worked. The news was not good. A legal steward for the underworld, as best he could tell.

Because of that, he’d called upon one of his closest friends, John Angsley, the Earl of Cambrey, who luckily was in residence in London. After a great deal of “dear God in Heaven” and backslapping and “damned good to see you” and more backslapping followed by a few fingers of brandy, they’d set out together.

“No, I’d never heard of him either,” Cam said as they rode to Keeble’s office. “That tells us nothing, though. I don’t run in his circle any more than you do. I doubt we’d ever come across the likes of Keeble at White’s.”

“White’s?” Simon repeated, still staring out the carriage window. “I can’t think of going back there, as if nothing ever happened.”

“You will be welcome wherever you go. Moreover, none of us can imagine what you went through. But listen, every bloody one of us thinks you’re a hero.”

Simon flinched.

“If I was, Toby would be here, too.”

“That’s nonsense.” Cambrey crossed his arms and sat back. He’d known Simon’s cousin, though he was not in the same class at Eton. “Utter rubbish. I suppose you should have saved Admiral Nelson, too.”

Simon shrugged, not ready to absolve himself of any blame. Still, he’d had other triumphs lately.

“I took a wife recently.” He turned his face to his friend and couldn’t help smiling at the thought of Jenny. His Jenny, who now waited at their townhouse for his return.

“You are married? Why didn’t I read of it in the papers?”

“Bad of me, I suppose. I wanted to get it done, and the lady didn’t mind having a quiet country wedding.”

“Lucky you. Her name?”

“She was Lady Genevieve Blackwood.”

Cambrey nodded. “Ah, Baron Blackwood’s eldest daughter.”

“You know her?” Simon realized for all he knew, his friend might have danced with Jenny during her Seasons when he was stuck in Burma.

“Not really. I’ve seen her, of course, at a number of events. Sweet face, as I recall.” He winked at Simon. “I do know what happened with her father. And her viscount,” Cambrey added pointedly. “It was common knowledge Alder dropped her like a hot tater and began courting a viscount’s daughter from Wembley.”

“Thank God,” Simon muttered. “Alder’s loss, my gain.”

“You are in love!” Cambrey deduced by the look on his friend’s face, the tone of his voice.

“Yes. Honestly, I don’t see how I would even be here if not for her. I was in terrible shape when she found me.”

“I’m glad you got a happy ending. You deserve that.”

Simon brushed his words away with a wave of his hand.

“What? Not happy?”

Hesitating, Simon wasn’t sure what to tell Cam.

“A story for later. But as for my wife, she makes me exceedingly happy.” The carriage had shuddered to a stop. “Will you come back to my home after we conclude this business, to meet her?”

“I’d be honored. Now let’s give this fellow the what for, shall we?”

Thus, they entered Keeble’s office, which was neither shabby nor sumptuous, simply two rooms above a successful stockbroker and below a commercial merchant in Bayswater, just north of Hyde Park. In the outer room, a thin middle-aged clerk sat at a desk and against Simon’s expectations, there were no ruffians present to intimidate or attempt to scare him off.

The clerk’s eyes widened at their entrance and grew larger at hearing the identity of the two earls.

“Well, is he in?” Simon asked.

“He must be,” Cambrey pointed out, “or his office door would be open, no?”

“Ah, yes,” the clerk said, jumping up and stumbling backward. Keeping his eyes on the two men, he knocked on his master’s door.

“Come,” came a voice from within.

“Perfect,” Cambrey said, “we’ll take it from here.” He gestured for Simon to proceed him.

Approaching the clerk until he could do nothing except step aside, Simon pushed the door open and entered. An ordinary office belonging to what appeared to be an ordinary man. Yet, this was the man who for years had been receiving the Devere family’s income, from five different enterprises.

“You are Keeble?”

The man stood, obviously recognizing by their clothes he had two fine gentlemen in his office.

“I am.”

Simon looked him up and down. He didn’t look like a thug who funneled money to the top gambling clubs in London, but that was his job, to get money from debtors and pay creditors.

“I am Simon Devere, seventh Earl of Lindsey.”

“My lord.” The man bowed respectfully.

Studying him, Simon felt puzzled. The man looked vaguely surprised but not alarmed. Certainly not as Simon expected an embezzler would.

“This is the Earl of Cambrey.” He gestured beside him to John without turning.

“My lord” Keeble bowed to Simon’s friend in turn. Then silence.

“Do you know why I’m here?”

Keeble took a deep breath and glanced at his desk, strewn with papers and ledgers as if the answer would be there. “Would you gentlemen care to sit?”

“No.” Simon wanted answers, not niceties.

“Lord Lindsey asked you a question,” Cambrey reminded the man.

“I assume you are here to discuss your account.”

“My account?”

The man almost smiled. “Well, not yours exactly, of course, but the Devere account nonetheless.”

“What are you on about?”

Keeble frowned. “Well, this is a bit awkward. Is that not why you’re here?”

“I’m here because funds have been diverted from my estate to your office. And I want to know why.”

“I see. That can be easily explained. I have gout, however, in my right leg and I would like to sit. I cannot sit unless you gentlemen sit. It is a sore predicament I find myself in. Nevertheless, while my gout pains me, it is hard to focus and to answer you as swiftly and accurately as you deserve.”

Simon stared at the man.

“Fine,” he said at last and took one of the chairs in front of the desk. Glancing at Cambrey, who rolled his eyes, he nodded for him to take the other seat. When both earls were seated, Keeble also sat.

“Ahh,” he sighed. “Much better. Now, you want to speak about the accounts. Let me get the ledger.”

The most polite, organized thief Simon could imagine. The man pulled open one of his desk drawers and thumbed through a number of items until he pulled out a slim volume.

“Devere,” he stated, glancing from the leather-bound book to Simon.

When the man opened the book that plainly held columns and numbers, for the first time since setting out to meet this unknown Keeble, Simon wished Jenny was beside him. He doubted Keeble was going to simply let him take the ledger home to his “bookkeeper.”

“It’s very simple,” the man began, flipping through the pages, “for the past six years, five of your holdings have sent their money to me to distribute to debtors, who’ve all been paid off, except one. That’s what I do,” Keeble added, glancing up again at both the men in turn. “You don’t think folk of your ilk head over to Boodle’s or White’s, hat in hand with a bag of coins to pay off debts.”

“Six years?” That was a lot of money. “How much?”

Keeble scanned a page in the book. “I couldn’t say, my lord, without time to tally up the accounts. A substantial amount, however.”

“What possible debt could be so confoundedly large?” Cambrey asked, breaking his silence for the first time.

Simon couldn’t answer. He truly had no clue, unless—“By whose order?”

“Why, your father’s, of course.”

Simon and Cam looked at each other.

“Are you certain? It was not Sir Tobias Devere?” Simon could not credit his father had done something like this behind his back.

“No, my lord. I am certain. I received the missive myself with the former Lord Lindsey’s signature and a witness’s signature, as well. And then the payments began. And yes, at that point, I believe Sir Devere was in charge of making sure they arrived safely.”

“Simply an endless flow of money? All the returns from each of those five enterprises. With no end date?”

Keeble flipped back to look at the first page once more. His eyes widened a moment.

“Oh, it will end, when the debtor is no longer racking up more debt.”

“A riddle?” Cambrey asked. “Are you toying with us?”

“No, my lord.”

“Alright, I’ll jump upon your hook,” Simon said. “Who is the debtor?”

“Lord James Devere.”

“My uncle!”

“What kind of debt?” Cambrey asked when Simon said nothing else.

Keeble shrugged. “The usual kind, I suppose you might say. Gambling. Cards. Horses. What have you.”

“How can my uncle still be gambling? He lives hours from London.”

The man leveled Simon with almost a pitying stare from across the desk. “He plays by proxy.”

“What?” came the astounded question from Cambrey. “Another man is making bad wagers or losing at cards and the Devere family is on the hook for it?”

Keeble spread his hands. “That is the arrangement. James Devere lost a great deal of money when he was a younger man. I suppose he still seeks to recoup it at the tables.”

“I saw the state of his home. He has not recouped anything.” Simon sat up taller in his chair. “This makes no sense. He would have far more money to live on if he’d ceased this ridiculous proxy gambling and had the money from our holdings sent directly to him instead of to London.”

Again, Keeble shrugged. “Your father was trying to help out his brother, I suppose. Perhaps your uncle didn’t want a handout but rather wanted ultimately to win. That’s a gambler for you.”

“And you’re saying this arrangement continues in perpetuity until my uncle dies?”

Keeble nodded. “Or until the gambling stops and all the debt has been paid, including the interest. Don’t forget the interest.”

“Except the payments won’t continue,” Simon informed him. “I’ve already put an end to all of them.”

The man behind the desk paled. “Oh, that is unfortunate. Crocky will not take kindly to that, my lord. No, not at all.”

“Crocky!” Cambrey exclaimed.

Simon ignored him. “Who cares if the debt is to old Crockford or the more refined owner of Whites?”

Cambrey crossed his long legs. “Crocky can shed his veneer rather quickly. Remember where he came from. I hear ‘the Fishmonger’ is not the forgiving type.”

“And the proxy who gambles in your uncle’s stead will find himself dangerously out of funding.”

Keeble’s alarm seemed genuine.

Simon shook his head. “There is, or was, an actual debt that needed to be paid. Yet it hasn’t been sufficiently settled in six years because more debt is being created … nightly?”

“Just so. Almost nightly.” Keeble folded his hands upon the ledger. “And don’t forget—”

“The interest, I know,” said Simon, feeling fed up.

“And who has been making sure the payments arrive at your doorstep since my cousin and I left?”

Keeble frowned, hesitating.

Simon felt ready to do harm to the man. “It’s too late to hide anything from me now.”

“Of course, you are correct, my lord.” Keeble glanced down at the book on his desk once more. “A man named Dolbert, someone who worked for your uncle, I believe.”

Simon shrugged. The name meant nothing to him, but most likely Binkley would know who was hanging around Belton and handling accounts.

“Your position is not terrible, Lord Lindsey.” Keeble seemed to be trying to cheer him. “Only recall that the Earl of Carlisle was paying one sixth of his own income to pay for Lord Fox’s debt, and he wasn’t even family.”

“That’s absurd,” Cambrey said. “The Lord Lindsey may as well be Sisyphus pushing that damn rock up and down, as try to pay off a debt that keeps growing.”

Simon brought his fist down on the chair handle. “How do I meet this so-called proxy who gambles and loses like the Duchess of Devonshire?”

Keeble fixed him with a stare. “That’s not usually done.”

“Then he can go to hell, and the money he gambles—”

“And loses,” Cambrey broke in.

“—Will be his own, not my family’s. I want to meet with this man tonight, or you can tell him yourself his well has dried up.”

“What of James Devere?”

Simon nearly said his uncle could go to hell, too, but stopped himself. Family was family. He would deal with his uncle in private. Clearly, the man had a problem, one Simon’s father thought he could contain. Instead, he’d ended up funding the problem. And Toby knew about it. That was clear. He probably gave his father money, too, which would explain why his widow had none.

No wonder Simon’s father had asked Toby to handle the ledgers and not his own son. Simon would never have agreed to such an arrangement created merely so his uncle could save face.

Meanwhile, Keeble had picked up a quill and was scratching it across a bit of vellum. When finished, he sanded and folded it before handing the information to Simon.

“The name of the proxy. You don’t need me to write down the address to Crockford’s, do you? I’m sure you’re familiar with it. Most young men are.”

Once again in the carriage and heading back to his townhouse, Simon unfolded the paper.

“Jameson Carlyle,” he muttered. “Never heard of the man.”

“Me, either,” Cambrey muttered from the other corner of the carriage. “Crocky’s tonight?”

Simon grunted. His first night back in London after three years and he had to spend it in a prettified gaming hell. And away from Jenny.

Cambrey lifted his booted feet and rested them on the seat next to Simon. “Makes sense. Where else would someone go night after night? If you’re going to lose, you might as well eat the finest French cuisine while doing so.”

Simon glared. “French cooking be damned.”

“Truly,” Cambrey insisted, “wait until you taste it.” He kissed his own fingers in a gesture of good taste, making a sound of enthusiasm. “Crocky’s hired Eustache Ude, and his mackerel roe is …” Cambrey trailed off at the expression on his friend’s face. “Never mind, we’ll go in, find this blackguard Carlyle, and ring his neck.”

Simon could only roll his eyes. Mackerel roe indeed!
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“What am I do to all evening? Are you sure I cannot come?”

When Simon’s friend Lord Cambrey laughed at her question, Jenny wanted to throttle him, even if she had only recently met him. He was almost as handsome as her husband, had a quick wit, an air of amused ennui, and very intense eyes that made her think there was more to him than he let on.

Simon took her hand, wresting her attention from his friend.

“No women at the clubs, my love, as you know. At least, not ladies. However, I won’t be long. I plan to find this gambler and let him know the jig is up. Then I’ll see if I can speak to Crockford. I’m sure when he hears no more Devere debt will be created in his establishment, he’ll agree to speak with me.”

“And Lord Cambrey will attend you.” She nodded toward her husband’s friend.

Simon grinned. “He shall watch over me as if I were his own babe.”

Cambrey put his hands over his heart. “I swear I will.”

They were making fun of her. That was fine, as long as her husband stayed safe. She was faced with a long boring evening. But she had been lucky to spend two glorious days with Simon in London. They’d done silly things, like going to the circus at Astley’s Royal Amphitheatre and attending the rather garish and loud Bartholomew Fair, where they’d watched wire-walkers, acrobats, and fire-eaters. It had been most thrilling.

Tonight, she’d had the pleasure of entertaining as a new bride in the parlor until supper. Then over a meal of roast grouse and peas with a delicious minted vinegar sauce, Lord Cambrey had them all laughing with tales of his and Simon’s time at school.

Now the men were heading out again, leaving her stuck with a library book. She had no one to go anywhere with besides her husband.

Poor planning! She should have brought Maggie for company, at least.

“Very well. I’ll be waiting.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three


True to his word, Simon was back within a few hours. Jenny had already decided to make use of the townhouse’s luxurious facilities and had enjoyed a deep, soaking bath in his absence. Warm and relaxed, she was drinking port—feeling very grown up—when her husband swept into the house in better spirits than when he’d left.

Pouring himself a drink, he joined her on the sofa.

“I like this robe,” he told her.

She smiled. “I know.” A deep purple velvet, finely woven, it clung sinfully to all her curves.

Touching his fingers to the opening, he started to tug on it.

“I like it best when it’s on the floor or draped across a chair, not covering your body.” He leaned toward her to nuzzle her neck.

She giggled. “You’re tickling me.”

“I will happily tickle you everywhere. Shall we go upstairs?”

“In a minute,” Jenny insisted. “Tell me what happened. Did you find the man you were looking for?”

“I did.” He paused and swirled the liquor in his glass.

“Are you going to make me drag each tidbit of information from you?”

“No, but I’m not sure how you’ll take what I have to tell you, thus I think I’d rather wait until morning.”

Alarm raced through her, making her sit up straight and offer him a hard stare. “Now you must tell me. For I could never sleep with wondering.”

Sighing, he set his port down and then took her glass and put it beside his own. Holding both her hands in his, he looked her in the eyes.

“It’s no secret I think you’re marvelous and brilliant.”

“Simon—”

“Don’t be alarmed, I just wanted to tell you that first and foremost.”

“Very well. Carry on.”

“Cam and I found the man who gambles in my uncle’s stead easily enough, right at a high-stakes table. He was playing deep, as they say.”

She frowned.

“Betting heavily,” he clarified. “With Devere money.”

“Outrageous!”

“Yes. But how to put an end to this? He was surprised to see me but insisted he had done nothing wrong. He enjoys playing, and he’s got a plum position doing it.”

“What manner of man is he?”

“Harmless enough. About my age, I suppose. Looked oddly familiar though I swear I’ve never set eyes upon him in my life, though Cam thinks he may have been at school with us. Whoever he is, he fell into the right puddle.”

“And how will you mop up this puddle and dry up his endless supply of gambling funds?”

“I told him it was going to stop, and he laughed. He said it wasn’t up to me or to him.”

“Then to whom?”

“The man to whom my uncle first got terribly indebted.”

“And who is that?”

“The Fishmonger himself.”

“Fishmonger?”

“Will Crockford was born to a fishmonger and destined to become one, except he didn’t. Instead, he’s one of the most powerful men in London. Unfortunately, he’s also commonly called ‘the Shark,’ for good reason. Apparently, we Deveres helped build his gambling establishment, or at least our money did. And quite a nice place it is, too.”

Simon released her hands and picked up his drink once more.

“Crockford’s is every gaming man’s fantasy. Luxurious, respectable, right on St. James Square, a liveried servant at hand every time you turn around. And a roomful of bored, wealthy young men who don’t mind being pigeons.”

“Pigeons?”

“Mm, easy marks for Crocky and his staff.”

“Well, I don’t care how nice it is. What are you going to do? Meet with this Shark person?”

“Oh, I’ll be right there,” he said fixing her with an intense stare, “beside you.”

She nodded, and then Simon’s words filtered through her brain. “Beside me?”

“Yes, dear one, beside the finest brain I know for handling numbers. That’s really all it takes to win at cards. That and some luck.”

Jenny opened her mouth, then shut it again. Then she picked up her glass and sipped her port before trying again. No, she still had no words to describe how petrified she felt or explain to him how she could not possibly do such a thing. Not even to save his family’s fortune. For one thing, she couldn’t go into a gaming establishment, for another, she was terrified of anyone called Shark, and lastly, most importantly, what if she lost and let Simon down.

“I know your head is probably swirling with thoughts,” he said. “I also know you can do this. And right here, in our own home. I have invited Crocky here and he has accepted.”

Suddenly, she couldn’t take a deep breath. That usually only happened when her corset was laced too tightly. She also found herself unable to speak, not wanting to disappoint her husband who’d put his faith in her. Why, she had demanded to go with him to London to face whatever foe was draining the Devere coffers. Apparently, face him she would.

“Please say something, Jenny. I’m starting to fear I’ve sent you into a state of severe stupor.”

She shook her head slightly to clear it.

“I know nothing about gambling except my father was terrible at it. If I have inherited his skills, we shall be lost.”

“You have your own unique skills. You and Crocky will play a hand of piquet, all or nothing.”

“That sounds ominous. In any case, if I am counting cards, there won’t be much to count if we only play one hand. Secondly, what is ‘the all’ and what is ‘the nothing’?”

Simon laughed. “You must score at least 100 points to win, and you have six hands in which to do it. And ‘the all’ is if you win, Crocky will accept it as debt paid and done on my uncle’s behalf. If you lose, I will pay him the rest of the debt, including the interest, by selling off whatever I need to. In any case, there will be no more gambling on my uncle’s behalf.”

“You’ve cut him off and Mr. Crockford accepts it?”

“I have.” Crossing his arms, Simon looked quite forbidding for a moment, every muscled pound of him the commanding earl who would take care of his estate and his tenants.

She considered it. “Either way, the drain will stop against your accounts?”

“Either way, this farce ends.”

That made her feel better. However, the stakes were still extremely high. The Devere coffers would feel the blow of such a huge sum being paid out to the Shark all at once. Servants could lose their jobs, as Simon had said, and holdings might have to be sold. She swallowed.

“When is he coming?”

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

Alarm skittered through her. “I must learn to play cards by then?”

“Only one partie. I’ll teach you.” He leaned forward and took the glass from her hand, setting it down. “But not tonight. There are other things I would much rather teach you tonight.”

She started to shake her head, thinking it impossible to focus on anything besides her anxiousness, when his warm hand rested upon her cheek, turning her face to his. Blinking, Jenny waited as his mouth claimed hers. As they kissed, her insides melted along with her worries. This man had gone through hell and returned. Amazingly, he was still generous and warm and loving. He was gifting her sisters with a Season each. She would repay him by trying her best to beat the Shark. However, she wouldn’t think about any of that now.

As she opened her mouth to let his devilish tongue slip between her lips, she vowed that tonight, she would concentrate only on being his willing pupil.

Awakening in the strange bedroom of their townhouse, as usual, she found her husband gone. Simon had slipped from their bed to sleep elsewhere, just as he did at home. Feeling helpless to alter their predicament, Jenny decided instead to focus on learning the card game.
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When the valet showed Will Crockford into the drawing room, Jenny wished they’d brought the admiral with them instead of leaving him to look after Belton. The Shark was dressed to impress and could easily pass as a respectable business man. What alarmed her was he brought a large, rough-looking individual with him, a man who dwarfed their spindly young valet, sporting a nose that looked as if he’d been at the wrong end of a pugilist’s fist more than once.

Instead of announcing their guests, their valet was trailing along behind, belatedly stammering their arrival.

With good forethought, Simon had invited his friend Lord Cambrey to attend. With her husband and his friend, Jenny felt perfectly safe despite the unsavory company who now stood in her drawing room.

The Earl of Lindsey made introductions of his wife and his friend, to which the Shark said, “A pleasure, a pleasure.”

Glancing at his own man, he said only, “This is Busby.”

At that point, Simon made it known it was Jenny who would play against Crocky.

The thin veneer of civility cracked for a moment, as Will Crockford’s eyes bulged. He took a second look at the young wife of the earl, tilting his head and considering her.

“Is this a jest?” he asked.

“No,” Simon responded at once. “My wife will play against you. First to reach one hundred and over.”

Jenny remained silent as her husband had advised, holding her tongue to be a woman of mystery who may or may not be adept at cards. Let the Shark wonder what he was in for.

The man sighed. “I warn you, Lindsey. I can spot a cheat a mile away, and Lady Lindsey’s pretty face won’t distract me much.”

Jenny felt her cheeks color at the backhanded compliment, but still said nothing, merely letting Simon pull out her chair as she and Crocky took seats at the table. The others remained standing. Neither the coarse Busby nor her husband or Lord Cambrey were going to relax for fear of missing a single movement of the hand and card.

If only she could calm the butterflies that fluttered against her rib cage. She glanced at Simon, who gave her an encouraging smile, then a wry tilt of his eyebrow. Look at the situation we are in. Smiling back, she felt calmer.

Will Crockford produced a deck he declared to be a piquet deck, already sorted to have only thirty-two cards. It took another few minutes for Simon and Cambrey to examine the deck to their satisfaction. It appeared unmarked.

Acting the gentleman, Crocky offered to deal the first hand to show her how to do it properly.

Before she could accept, Simon coughed, and she remembered what he’d told her.

“Mr. Crockford, as you are aware, the dealer on the sixth hand is at a disadvantage, therefore, I would like to deal first. Shall we cut to decide? High card chooses.”

To her delight, Jenny drew the high card and dealt them each twelve cards. When she held the cards for the first time, a shot of disbelief nearly caused her to drop them upon the polished wooden table in front of her.

What on earth was she doing?

However, when the Shark made a clucking confident sound, she stiffened. There was luck involved, but there was also skill, and these were simply numbers, which had always been her faithful friends.

When after examining their hands, neither of them declared carte blanche, they settled in to play. As dealer, Jenny had the younger hand, and Crocky got to exchange first. He lay only three cards face down, withdrew an equal number from the talon of eight cards, and then, as his right, got to look at two more. Flustered, Jenny exchanged for all five left in the talon, even knowing the Shark had seen two of them.

For the first round, she could scarcely blink for fear of missing something, but then her brain took over as she counted what she saw and guessed what was to come and calculated the odds, and then … Crocky won, declaring his points, sequence, and set, each with a triumphant grin.

Jenny had to say “good” for each, meaning she could not best him in any of the three categories.

How quickly her luck had turned from winning the deal to losing the round. Glancing at Simon, fearing she’d see disappointment on his face, she saw instead an encouraging smile.

She would do better. She had to. For at this rate, Crocky would reach thirty points before she scored. If he received the repique of sixty points, the Deveres would assuredly lose.

The Shark dealt the next hand, and Jenny spent more time considering what she would exchange. Paying more attention, she realized she knew nearly every card Crocky had by what she had and what she’d seen in the talon. She had a better set and sequence, played her tricks, and won the cards in the next round for an extra ten points.

Crocky looked impressed but unbothered.

“Have you played before?” he asked her, as she shuffled the pile of cards.

“No,” she said honestly.

“I see.” He turned to Simon. “Will there be refreshments? I can’t say much for your hospitality.”

Instead of being offended, her husband only laughed. “I don’t think you’ll be here that long. Besides, you’ve had plenty to eat and drink on Devere money, haven’t you?”

Crocky’s mouth turned up on one side in a slight grin. “I suppose I have. Still, some brandy or even ale would be appreciated.”

“I can provide you something one last time,” Simon agreed and rang the bell.

In a few minutes, they all had a glass either set before them or in hand. Jenny didn’t touch her drink. She found the pause in their play to be disconcerting enough, never mind tainting her clear thoughts with brandy.

Taking a long draught from his glass, Crocky smiled at her and nodded to continue. If he thought to make her forget anything she’d seen and counted, he had failed. The next hand she took easily, out playing him in two of the three categories again, and won all twelve tricks for forty more points. Her score was mounting quickly toward one hundred.

They were at two to one, and she was feeling hopeful. And then he set down his hand, all twelve cards, face down, shooting her a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Are you declaring?” she asked.

“Perhaps.”

“What are you playing at?” Simon asked, taking a step toward the table, which caused the silent Busby to do the same.

“Ease up, gentlemen,” the Shark said. “I merely thought to make this more interesting. Odds are my hand wins and we’re practically tied for points.”

“Or it doesn’t,” Simon proposed, “and you’ve lost.”

“Do you think I’ve won?” Crocky asked Jenny directly.

A glimmer of doubt snaked through her brain. It was possible he had received the six and eight of hearts. It was also possible he was bluffing.

“I believe if you had the best hand, you would play it. You have nothing to gain by changing the terms if you think you have the winning cards.”

Will Crockford blinked, and she assumed she was correct. But then his expression changed.

“To the contrary, Lady Lindsey. I don’t want to be tied and have to go through another two hands now that I see you have some skill. I’d rather end this with the stakes riding on a single card. We can ignore what’s here in my hand,” he offered, tapping the top of his stack, “and we can each draw one card, highest wins.”

“You agreed to the terms,” Simon pointed out.

What’s more, Jenny could only exert what little skill she had if she could count cards and play cleverly. She could do nothing if they were relying on fickle fortune.

“I do not agree to a change in terms,” she said. “Make your declarations, win or lose, and we play on to the end.”

“Very well, I tried to give you a sporting chance.”

He showed his hand, declaring his carte blanche first for an extra ten points and then his tricks. To Jenny’s dismay, Crocky had indeed won the round though not all the tricks. Still, she heard a groan from Lord Cambrey, which didn’t help her mood.

Was she going to fail at helping her new husband save his estate?

A spark of anger burned deep within her. Gambling had destroyed her father and, by association, had greatly injured her mother and sisters. The consequences of whatever happened here could affect many people who depended upon the Devere estate.

Staring at the fickle cards, all of a sudden, Jenny realized Crocky had cheated. There was a card on the table that shouldn’t be there for it was already in the talon. She was certain of it.

Looking askance at Busby, a big man with a wedge of a scar under his right eye, she had no doubt he had a weapon concealed upon his person. Accusing the Shark of cheating was most likely a dangerous proposition, and someone could get hurt.

She considered her options. Crocky knew he’d lost the hand and had thus tried to get out of revealing his cards in case she spotted the duplicate. They were, for all intents and purposes, tied. She could win the next hand fairly, which he could also do, or he could cheat and win. At which point, she would have to call him out, as they said.

Then Lord Cambrey said, “You know, Crocky, you should have declared the carte blanche sooner. Bad form really. Some might say it nullified the round.”

The Shark bristled. “Now see here,” he began, “I’ve been playing piquet a damn long time, and I’ve never had anyone say I don’t know when to declare before.”

Jenny didn’t want the men to get into a fight over that technicality.

“Since I am the one playing him,” she said, “while I thank you, Lord Cambrey, I am deciding Mr. Crockford may keep his extra ten.”

Blowing a loose tendril off her forehead, she carefully dealt the next hand. Barely glancing at her own cards, instead, she stared hard at the Shark’s hands, making sure they remained in plain sight, not going to his lap or fiddling with his sleeves, for certainly, he had cards concealed somewhere.

He went first, then it was her turn. The hand was surprisingly uneventful, six tricks each and barely a few points between separating them. It could still go either way with only one hand to go.

To Jenny, the room was deathly silent except for the pounding of her own heartbeat in her ears. Another play, then another, and she found herself staring down at what she hoped was a winning trick. Pausing, she stared at it, and then looked at Will Crockford over the top of the cards. Their gazes locked, and his eyes widened as he realized what was happening.

Coughing loudly, he covered his mouth with one hand, continuing to cough until his man stepped forward and thumped him on the back. Then Crocky made a great show of withdrawing a handkerchief and holding it up to his face.

“My apologies,” he said at last, taking another long drink and finishing off his ale.

“Quite all right,” Simon said, but before anything else happened, the Shark laid down his hand.

“I believe I have won again, not only the last hand but the most points.”

Jenny pursed her lips. Nestled between a queen and a ten was a jack she was sure had been in the man’s pocket before the interruption of supposed phlegm.

She glanced at her husband, who stared grim-faced at the cards fanned out upon his table. Lord Cambrey took a step forward and also stared down at the high-scoring trick.

Crocky’s face broke out in a genuine smile, and he began to push his chair away from the table.

“A good partie,” he said.

“Indeed,” Jenny said. “And we shall abide by its outcome without any gainsaying, shan’t we?”

“Yes, of course,” Crocky said, beaming now.

“Then I must inform you, you have lost.” She spread her run of cards upon the table, aces high.

“The Devere family has concluded its debt to you, Mr. Crockford.”

With that, Jenny pushed her chair out and stood while the Shark stared, eyes bulging at her cards.

Simon gave an uncharacteristic whoop of joy and grabbed her to him in a tight embrace.

“Well, damn me,” Lord Cambrey murmured. “Good show.”

“Thank you,” she told him from the circle of her husband’s arms.

At last, Crocky stood slowly. His face was ashen, and his man appeared to be waiting for an order.

As the moments of bristling tension stretched from one to the next, Simon released her and somehow, before she knew it, he had placed his body between her and Crocky. Lord Cambrey was by his side. She held her breath.

Will Crockford faced them. He didn’t smile, his body stayed taut, but he slipped his hands into his pockets.

“Very well,” he said at last. “It was an interesting game. I would like to say enjoyable, but I’ve never found losing to be pleasant. That’s why it almost never happens.”

“I have this for you to sign before you leave.” Simon pulled a single page from the pocket inside his coat. “There’s a pen here.” He picked it up from the sideboard and lay them both before the gaming house owner.

If anything, Crocky looked even more put out. Hardly glancing at the words, knowing they cleared the debt, he signed his name.

In another moment, after the briefest nod to Lord Lindsey and Lord Cambrey, he pierced Jenny with his gaze. To her, he offered another deeper nod, nearly a bow. And then he turned and walked out, followed by the still-silent, scarred man.

When the front door closed, the three of them let out a collective sigh.

“I think this calls for champagne,” Lord Cambrey said, ringing the bell with an exuberant yank of the tapestry pull. “I hope you have some on hand.”

Instead of answering, Simon took both of Jenny’s hands in his. “You were wonderful. I thought he had us.”

“He was cheating,” Jenny explained. “Even if I hadn’t won the last hand, I would have exposed him.”

Simon’s face flushed red. “The wretch. I should go to his club at once and call him out.”

“No,” Jenny pleaded. “It’s over. We won. Let’s leave it at that.”

Simon looked at his friend, who shrugged.

“I agree with your lady. To confront the Shark in his own sea is asking for trouble. And I see no gain from it except to anger a man whom we already know has no scruples whatsoever.”

Simon hesitated. “You are both right. At least the three of us will always know the mighty Shark lost to Lady Genevieve Lindsey.” The summoned servant came in and was sent to the kitchen in search of champagne.
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“I don’t want to go in a coach again for a very long time,” Jenny said when they returned to Belton Park days later.

“It seems we’ve spent more time away from home than in it.”

“I’m glad it feels like home to you.” Simon took her in his arms. “I am eternally grateful. Without you, some drastic changes would have had to be made.”

After visiting with her mother and sisters briefly before their evening meal, she acknowledged her exhaustion.

“Then let’s turn in early,” Simon suggested as the servants removed their dinner plates. “I’ll rub your shoulders and your feet and your …” He raised an eyebrow, causing warmth to spread through her.

“Suddenly, I feel a modicum of energy returning.” She let him lead her up to her room.

Her room. Not their room. The one blight on their happiness remained. Jenny had been so successful in London, though, she felt hopeful she could make a difference here, too.

Simon eschewed the maid in favor of undressing his wife himself. She loved it when he did this, when his strong, capable fingers stroked her skin as he gazed lovingly into her eyes. When his lips replaced his fingers, whisper-soft against her skin, he placed kisses everywhere, and she found herself trembling. Then his wicked tongue tasted her skin, scorching her as he did.

Drawing her upon the bed, Simon kept his promise and kneaded her shoulders before rubbing the soles of her feet. However, she found it more frustrating than soothing. There were other parts of her that awaited his touch with extreme anticipation.

“Simon, please. Come up here,” she demanded.

Feeling his smile where his mouth rested upon the delicate skin of her inner thigh, she added, “At once.”

In another moment, he covered her body with his own. Their lovemaking was slow and sweet, and utterly fulfilling.

“Simon,” she keened as the sensations peaked and her muscles involuntarily tightened. Her husband was deep inside her when she felt him reach his own release. In a few moments, while held in his embrace, she was unable to fight the heavy-lidded tiredness that overtook her. As soon as her body began to calm from the intense climax, she drifted asleep.
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“Simon.” Her own voice awakened her from a nasty dream in which she was alone with Crocky. Realizing she was indeed alone, she felt overcome with sadness reaching her hand out to touch the cold sheets beside her.

Poor man! What demons tormented her husband each night, and how could she help him to overcome them? If one silly dream of the Shark had her lighting her lamp and wishing for company, what must Simon experience, especially when he awakened alone?

What if she tried again to be a comfort to him? To be an anchor for his ship of nighttime travels?

Hopping out of bed, Jenny slipped on her nightdress and carefully, quietly, opened the door that separated their rooms.

Letting her eyes adjust to the darkness of his chamber, she listened to his breathing, steady and deep. He seemed peaceful at the moment. Perhaps she should retreat. On the other hand, if he awakened to find her beside him, realizing they’d had a perfectly successful night together, then perhaps he would be willing to try it again the next night. And the next.

Tiptoeing across the thick carpet, she reached his bed to find little room. He was neither on one side, nor the other, but sprawled in the middle, the blanket around his waist.

Judging which side had more room, she circled the bed, sliding under the bed clothes, and settling beside him. It took her many minutes as she vowed not to wake him.

The familiar scent of her husband, the warmth of his bed, his rhythmic breathing, all soothed her into falling asleep nearly as quickly as after their romp.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Simon opened his eyes and saw the bars of his cell. The anguish this caused was greater than usual. Why? He thought about it as he started to sit up. He remembered feeling blissful only moments earlier. Then he remembered Jenny.

Jenny! His wife. He had a lovely, sweet wife. How could he have married her and left her behind?

Confusion clouded his mind, but he knew he had to escape to get back to her. Perhaps he could break down the door. Scrutinizing it, the wood didn’t seem too solid after all. Then he thought of Toby. He must release his cousin before the unthinkable happened. Yes, he had to protect Toby.

Turning his head, to search for his cousin, the sight that greeted him caused him to tremble. Toby was leaning against the wall, alive and yet not. Stiff, his eyes clearly plucked from his head, his body in various states of decay, yet he raised a hand in greeting.

Simon closed his eyes and shook his head. When he opened them, Toby lived again and was even smiling at him. Breathing a sigh of relief, Simon knew the only way to keep his cousin alive was to kill the guard and get the keys that always jangled from a large iron ring clipped to the man’s trousers.

Turning away as the guard approached, a murderous rage shook him. If only Simon could move his limbs more easily, but they felt leaden. Still, for Toby’s sake, for Jenny’s, he would beat his captor to a pulp.
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Jenny knew she’d made a terrible mistake, and now she was trapped. The blanket and sheet snared her as she tried desperately to scoot away. Her husband’s sightless eyes were blazing and ruthless as his lethal hands reached for her.

Whimpering with fear, she flailed at his arms, trying to keep him from making firm contact with her.

Swiftly, however, his fingers found their target around her neck.

Before she lost the ability, she screamed as loudly as she could. First a shriek of terror, but then she yelled his name.

He hesitated, and she thought perhaps he would awaken.

However, with renewed force, Simon gripped her.

Hating to hurt him but seeing no other recourse, Jenny brought her knee up under the bedding, aimed at his midsection.

“Oof,” he said, releasing his hold on her.

She turned and nearly succeeded in escaping from the bed, but his hand grabbed at her shoulder, and he yanked her back toward him. As his hands found her neck again, this time from behind, she pummeled his legs with her heels.

“Simon,” she screamed again.

Suddenly, she heard knocking at their bedroom door.

“My lord! My lady!”

It was the admiral. Thank goodness they weren’t still in London where she was certain no one would have come to her aid.

“Help,” she screamed, only to find herself heaved onto her back on the bed.

In the next instant the door burst open though she couldn’t see Binkley from her vantage point. All she could see was Simon who held her by the front of her nightdress with one hand and had pulled his right hand back, making a fist.

“Oh God,” she moaned, hearing Binkley’s feet upon the floor.

Too late. Ducking to avoid the punch—or at least to protect her face—Jenny still caught a glancing blow against her ear and skull that caused her head to explode with pain while a loud ringing clamored within her brain.

And then mercifully, his attack stopped.

For as Jenny cowered with her arms up, her ear ringing, the butler went against all rules of servitude and attacked his master.

With Binkley hauling Simon away from her, right off the edge of the bed and onto the floor, she heard her husband awaken at last.

“What in blue blazes?” His voice was thick with sleep, groggy with confusion.

Binkley stood over him but was staring at the injured countess, his keen eyes boring into hers.

“He didn’t mean to,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Truly. He was asleep.”

Almost imperceptibly, the admiral nodded before beginning to help the Earl of Lindsey to his feet.

If she could have, she would have snuck back to her room to avoid the unpleasant scene she knew would follow.
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Days later, even with the swelling in his wife’s ear partly subsided, their relationship was reduced to the thinnest of strained discourse. Each encounter usually began with him cursing himself when he saw the state of her, and with her absolving him of any blame like a goddamned saint.

Simon had reached the breaking point.

“I can no longer stand to look at you.”

Jenny cringed at his words, and her lovely pink cheeks paled.

“That is a terrible thing to say,” she retorted. “You can’t mean it.”

“I do. I have told you to go stay with your family. Yet here you remain, like a battered reminder of my sick mind.”

“I do not hold you responsible for what you do when asleep.”

“Then you are as foolish as you are currently ugly.”

She flinched, and he hoped it would take only a few more unkind words to get her to leave. For soon, he would need to take her in his arms and kiss her sweet lips and confess how he could not stand the notion of living without her.

“Be that as it may,” she said, her voice trembling, “I will not abandon you, our home, or our marriage.”

“This is not the marriage either of us intended.”

She stood and, against all sense, moved toward him instead of away from him. “It may not be this way forever.”

Involuntarily, he took a step back.

“It certainly will not,” Simon agreed. “You are leaving. Today.”

She shook her head. “You cannot force me. I made a mistake. I admit it. It is entirely my fault. I should never have entered—”

“You’re right,” he snapped. “You shouldn’t have. If we hadn’t retired early, if Binkley had already been asleep in the servants’ quarters rather than doing his final walk through the house, then you might be dead.”

He crossed his arms, looking formidable and absolutely unyielding.

“I understand you do not wish to return to your home here in Sheffield. People will talk. Your family will be disappointed.”

He looked out the window considering what to do. When an idea came to him, he turned to face her.

“You will accompany your family to London. You can all go early for the Season and order Margaret’s gowns.”

She worried her lower lip, looking most unhappy. “For how long? When will you join us? Surely by Christmas.”

His heart clenched when her voice broke on the word Christmas. How could he send her away? Every particle of him needed her close, wanted her there beside him. She was everything now, the only reason he wasn’t locked away in his room. But he needed to heal somehow, to stop this madness. Desperately, he wanted to be the man he was before his captivity. Was it even possible?

All he knew for certain was hurting her was too painful. If he ever fell asleep by mistake in her bed after they made love … no!

“I don’t know how long.” He tried to say it calmly and kindly. After all, none of this was her fault.

“Please, Simon, I don’t want to leave you.” Grabbing hold of the front of his coat, she raised her gaze to his. “We love each other. I will not go.”

Swallowing, he braced himself. One of them had to be strong enough.

“You will stay at our townhouse, or I will not pay for Margaret’s season.”

Gasping, Jenny released him. “You wouldn’t stoop to such blackmail.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. Couldn’t she see he meant what he said?

“I would. Fight me on this, and there will be more at stake than merely your enduring a Season with the bon ton.”

“What are you implying, Simon?”

“A divorced countess is infinitely better than a dead one.”

Jenny reeled, her face as white as paste. Now he had her attention.

“You would let me go?”

He hated how small her voice sounded. Where was his strong, practical lady?

He balled his hands into fists at his sides. Any weakness at this point could endanger her life.

“I would save you from me. Either by living apart or, if you will not go willingly, then by divorcing you.”

She put her hands over her ears, apparently unable to listen to his terrible words.

“We should call a doctor,” she said, no longer looking at him, her gaze fixed on a spot past his shoulder and out the window. “You should discuss your dreams. We could make sure neither of us falls asleep when we are in the same bed—”

“We cannot take that risk! At least, I will not.”

Finally, she raised her tear-filled gaze to his.

This is what I’ve turned her into, Simon thought. This sad-eyed creature.

“You are sending me away rather than fighting to keep me,” she accused. “Then you cannot care for me as I do you.”

She whirled away from his suddenly outstretched hand. When she ran from the room, Simon dropped his arm back to his side. He had persevered and won, the most terrible victory he could envision.
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“Yes,” said Lady Blackwood, fingering another fabric in the pale palette suitable for an eligible maiden, even if it was Margaret’s second season. “That fabric is perfect. We’ve found four that suit you,” she said to her middle daughter, “and nothing yet for your sister.”

“We’ve found plenty that would suit her,” Maggie argued. “If only she’d choose something.”

Jenny raised her head when she realized they were talking about her. Sitting on a divan in the dressmaker’s lounge, she had been staring into her cup of tea, her thoughts taking her many miles away.

“I do not need gowns, Mummy. I’m a married lady.”

At least in name. Simon had let her remain his countess when he’d banished her to London.

“Of course, you do, dear. You are an earl’s wife, after all. When the little Season starts, you will be in high demand, and you must represent your husband in the best light until he arrives.”

“Yes, Mummy.” She didn’t have the spirit to argue. She feared the next question.

“When is the earl joining us?”

“This is about Maggie,” Jenny pointed out. “Simon may not come at all, until Parliament opens.”

“Mm,” her mother murmured but kept her thoughts to herself. “Still, you will need gowns. He gave you an allowance, didn’t he?”

“He did.” Jenny more than anyone knew exactly what she could spend. “Fine. I like the deep blue Maggie thought too dark for her. And the red silk and the cream and gold brocade. Done.”

Setting down her cup, she stood. “If you will take my measurements, Madame Curry,” she addressed the seamstress who was finishing up with Margaret, “then I will leave the choices of trim and buttons to your expert taste.”

Eleanor was getting only a few day gowns to replace what she had grown out of. For the most part, she would remain inside the Devere townhouse when Maggie and Jenny began the endless engagements. Knowing her youngest sister would be bored and resentful, Jenny wondered if she could use her newfound status as a countess to introduce Eleanor to other girls her age, those similarly marooned in London.

In another half hour, they had left the modiste’s shop and were heading along the high end of Knightsbridge Street, when they ran into Lord Cambrey.

“A pleasure to see you once more, Lady Lindsey. And so soon.”

Jenny bowed and smiled, remembering her recent triumph and their champagne celebration.

“May I introduce you to my mother, Lady Blackwood, and my sisters, Miss Margaret and Eleanor.”

It was not lost on her that though Lord Cambrey paid respectful attendance to their mother, his gaze lingered long on Maggie, and he seemed not to notice Eleanor at all.

Maggie, for her part, turned on her infamous charm and projected a dazzling smile. When Lord Cambrey could escape the pull of her sister, he turned to Jenny again.

“I thought you had returned to the countryside.”

“Yes, we had. Lord Lindsey is there still.” What could she say? “I am helping prepare my sister for the Season.”

He glanced again at Maggie, and Jenny was certain of at least one name on her lovely sister’s dance card.

“When is Simon returning?”

“I’m afraid I couldn’t say.” Did he hear the tension in her voice? She hoped not.

When an invitation for his lordship to come to dinner at the week’s end had been offered and accepted, they moved on.

“He is adorable,” Maggie said as soon as he was safely out of earshot.

Jenny rolled her eyes. “He’s not a kitten or a young pup, for goodness sake.”

Maggie giggled as if she were already half in love. “No, but he is adorable just the same. I wish I had a new gown for Friday.”

“There are pret-a-porter at Mrs. Landsdowne’s,” their mother suggested. “Shall we at least go take a look?”

“We should, indeed,” Maggie said.
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Simon had been without his wife a mere four days and thought he was losing what little was left of his mind. Oh, he was busy enough as there was always some task that needed handling on his estate or at one of his manufacturing holdings.

Yet, he couldn’t focus on any one thing for very long. Since Jenny had left, his nightmares had only grown worse, evident by his bedclothes tangled upon the floor and sometimes himself as well, awakening only when crashing to the carpet.

In the mornings, he was increasingly exhausted and at night, he was considering sitting in the chair again.

“You coward!” he muttered to himself as he realized he was staring blankly at the shelves of books in the library instead of actually attending to the letter to his ale distributor.

“My lord?” Mr. Binkley asked as he happened into the room at that precise moment.

“Nothing,” he said glumly. “What is for dinner?”

The butler blinked. “I’m not sure, my lord. You’ve never asked me before.”

“I didn’t care before, I suppose. The countess told me every afternoon what she’d asked Cook to prepare. It does get one anticipating a good meal.”

Mr. Binkley nodded. “I see, my lord. Shall I go ask Cook?”

Simon hesitated. Everything tasted like the shavings from the sawmill since Jenny had moved out. What did he care whether dinner be lamb or beef?

“No, never mind.” He had to focus on more important matters than what he would eat, especially since he didn’t give a damn if he ever ate again. Not seeing his wife’s beautiful face across from him at the table made every meal a torturous affair.

“Who is Dolbert? Have you heard of such a person?”

“Yes, my lord. He was the tutor Lady Devere employed for her children.”

“I see. Where is he now?”

“Gone, my lord. He has not been to the house in weeks.”

“If he ever does return, please bring him to me at once.”

“Yes, my lord. Will that be all?”

As soon as Simon had dismissed Binkley, his thoughts returned to the same thing, his cowardice at not wishing to discuss his dreams with Jenny or with anyone. Wasn’t it enough having terrible visions flit through his head when he was awake? Did he have to dredge up the ones that haunted him at night and examine those as well? And to what end? He was not like a carriage wheel with broken spokes, easily mended.

He did, however, begin to consider what could help, if anything. Crossing the room to the shelves of books, Simon ran his gaze along their spines. What could help him?

Jenny’s words repeated in his mind, that he couldn’t possibly feel for her what she felt for him. Bah! The only time since he’d known her that she had been absolutely wrong. He loved her deeply. Hadn’t he told her? Apparently, not enough, and his words could never make up for his heinous actions.

That she cared for him at all astounded him, for he was fairly sure if she beat on him each night, his ardor would cool.

He wanted to scream his frustration. Instead, he grabbed at the first book his fingers touched. Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

With a sour expression, he shoved it back upon the shelf. Then, however, he espied the lowest shelf of works in foreign languages. His father had always had a collection of texts in French, German, and Italian. There, next to Perrault’s volume of fairytales were two books by Wolff, Psychologia empirica and Psychologia rationalis.

“A man does not cure himself,” Simon muttered aloud, then turned quickly, thinking somehow Binkley would be there once again, overhearing his master’s strange ramblings. But he was alone.

In any case, these books were in Latin, and Simon had no way of knowing if an answer was in there. He doubted it. But what if there was someone somewhere who knew what was happening to him. He didn’t even care why. He only wanted a cure.

One thing was certain, the best place to find the answers was not in the Sheffield countryside of England. Nor could he traipse around London looking for assistance. Not only was Jenny there, but so were many people who knew him, and they would begin to ask questions.

No, he had to seek the answer somewhere on the Continent.
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Jenny welcomed John Angsley, Lord Cambrey into her London townhouse, all the while thinking herself a fraud. She was no more Simon’s true countess than she was the lady of Belton Manor from which she’d been unceremoniously tossed out and banned.

Still, she could play the part of Lady Lindsey until … until Simon did actually decide to divorce her. In any case, Lord Cambrey was a gracious guest with stories of London that were of the appropriate nature for all parties at the table.

Moreover, to her delight, he brought his young cousin, Beryl, who was staying with his parents in Town. And immediately, it was decided she and Eleanor would be fast companions when they had to sit out the Season’s many events.

“Thank you,” Jenny said to Lord Cambrey as they were leaving the dining room for the drawing room. “It was thoughtful of you to notice Eleanor and bring her company. That has eased my mind. A young girl experiencing loneliness, especially in London, can get up to no end of mischief.”

Out of earshot of her family, he asked, “And how about a new wife?”

Jenny looked at him sharply. There was no possible way he could have gleaned anything from a single meeting on the street and a dinner party.

“I had a letter from Simon,” he continued.

Why did that make her heart start to pound? Good God, had he told his friend before his wife he intended to break their vows?

“You look alarmed. I apologize. He said only that he was not planning on coming to London at present, but rather, he has set off for the Continent.”

She felt ill. If she were not the hostess, she would excuse herself at once so she could go sob in her room.

Lord Cambrey touched her arm. “I’ve made it even worse. Again, my apologies. Of course, I assumed you knew. Simon asked me to check in on you and your family in his stead. And it is a pleasure, I assure you, not a task.”

She could hardly listen to him. Why was Simon going across the channel? And for how long?

“I appreciate your attentiveness, Lord Cambrey, but I’m sure my mother and I can shepherd my sister through a Season.”

“I know perfectly well how capable you are, and if the rest of the Blackwood women are anything like you, then Miss Margaret’s Season will be a rousing success. Yet, I would be honored to escort all of you to any functions you wish. Most likely, I would be attending them anyway.”

“What are you two discussing over here with your heads together?” Maggie asked. It was boldly asked and implied something almost untoward. Except Jenny knew her sister was simply trying to enter into the conversation. She also knew she ought to back away and let them converse.

“We were discussing the best way to navigate the offerings of the bon ton. Why don’t you tell Lord Cambrey which events we are planning to attend while I go see if we have any more of that delicious Spanish wine in the pantry.”

Jenny walked away from the couple. In truth, a glass of madeira would certainly ease the sting of learning secondhand that her husband had left for parts unknown. Still, more and more families were returning to London from their country homes, and before long, the Christmas season would be upon them. Why, she would hardly notice her loneliness when the celebrations began, from Christmas Eve to the Epiphany.

Yes, that’s what Jenny was counting on, a thoroughly busy end of the year and beginning of the next, and then the rounds of the Season as soon as Parliament resumed. Oh joy! And she wouldn’t think about when or if she would ever see her husband again.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Simon lifted the heavy knocker, letting it fall with a resounding clank. When no one answered, he pushed the door open and climbed the flight of stairs as he’d been directed. The man he’d come to see, this good doctor of philosophy, had supposedly studied all there was to know about his particular affliction. Indeed, when he found the right office, there upon the learned man’s door under his nameplate were the words “Praktiker der Psychologie.”

Simon rolled his eyes, barely countenancing his own weeks of futilely chasing a cure. And now, he was hoping to be seen, diagnosed, and treated by one Carl von Holtzenhelm.

“Enter.”

Taking a fortifying breath, Simon pushed open the door and entered the small office on the upper floor of a dingy grey building in Heidelberg.

At a small desk sat a man who looked up as Simon entered. For a long moment, the doctor took measure of him. Then he rose and leaned over the desk.

“Come closer, Herr Devere. Open your eyes to their widest.”

Simon did so.

“Stick out your tongue,” came the next order.

Again, Simon complied.

“You look healthy and sane,” Holtzenhelm said at last.

“I hope I am both, Herr Doktor.”

“Have a seat, and we shall begin.”

The man of science waited while Simon took the only other chair. It was slightly undersized and extremely hard, with a seat that was too short for his thighs and a plain wooden back that dug into his spine. Nevertheless, Simon tried to remain still and not wriggle like a child.

“It’s uncomfortable on purpose,” Holtzenhelm said after staring at Simon.

“Why ever for?”

“Keeps you from being able to dissemble or to create layers of invented happenings and excuses that would muddy the waters between us and the truth.”

Really! A damned painful chair did all that? Or perhaps the man was nothing more than a quack.

“I have your letter here somewhere. I know you went to see Reichenbach. A smart man. We both have these on our shelves.” With those words, he gestured to the books on the nearby shelf with titles Simon either couldn’t translate or, if in English, didn’t recognize. Nonetheless, it gave him a sense of confidence to see such works of philosophy and psychology in the man’s office.

The small practitioner steepled his fingers and considered. “Why did you come to me?”

“Reichenbach suggested it. He’s studied my issue, which he called somnambulism, but other than labeling me a ‘sensitive,’ he couldn’t help me.”

Simon fidgeted and crossed his legs. “He thought perhaps you could.”

“Hmm.” Holtzenhelm grunted. “Maybe. Tell me everything. Leave nothing out. I need to hear it more thoroughly than in your letter. The descriptions of your actions were too vague.”

Simon swallowed. He had specifically not gone into detail with what had occurred.

“I fail to see how the particulars matter. I am utterly asleep when I become violent. I have a wife, and I cannot trust myself to share a bed with her.”

“You have injured her?” Holtzenhelm asked.

Simon nodded.

“You are dreaming, of course, at the time, and acting out your dream,” the small man added. “Is it always the same dream?”

Simon considered. “The details vary slightly, but the dream is quite consistent.”

“Tell me.” With those words, Holtzenhelm leaned back in a chair clearly more comfortable than the one upon which Simon sat stiffly upright, for slouching brought only more discomfort to his back.

“I am in a very recognizable cell, in Burma. I was there for two years. In the dream, I am convinced I can overcome one of the guards and save my cousin.”

“Is it always the same guard?”

Simon frowned down at his lap. “I believe so. No, maybe not. But I always want to kill him with my bare hands.”

“Because then you can escape?”

Shaking his head, Simon nearly answered no. “Because then I can save Toby.”

“Toby is your cousin?”

“He was. He died in the cell.”

“Do you feel responsible for his death?”

“I am responsible,” Simon intoned.

Holtzenhelm’s forehead crinkled. “Why do you say that? You were both prisoners, no?”

“I was bigger, stronger. I should have protected him. It’s the only reason I went along. He only wanted water.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t,” Simon insisted. “He had a wife and children.”

“I’m sorry,” Holtzenhelm offered.

“And our guard was so … puny. On any given day, either Toby or myself could have beaten him with one hand. But that worthless scum ran him through for asking for water!”

The man across from Simon nodded.

“In your dream, you are not intent on escaping, only on saving your cousin?”

“I don’t understand your question. If I kill the guard, both will happen.”

“Is Toby alive in the cell in your dream?”

Simon thought a long time, going over any of the dreams he could recall, and realizing the answer. “Yes, he is alive.”

“In your dream, you save him by killing the guard. In reality, you can only save yourself.”

“I shouldn’t live while Toby died.”

“That’s ridiculous. I hope you see that. Of course, your cousin should not have died, but neither should you. Nor should you punish yourself or feel the tremendous guilt I can hear you are carrying with you still.”

Simon jumped to his feet. “I am not carrying anything.” Then he marched to the far end of the room in two strides, realizing he was beginning to sweat.

Turning, he shuffled back to stand behind the hard chair.

“Good God, man, this room is not much larger than the cell I was in. How do you stand it?”

Holtzenhelm shrugged. “I work with the boundless reaches of the human mind, the psyche if you will, and no room can confine it. I need only a place for you and for me to talk. Right now, confined in this room, can you recall the dream any better?”

Simon felt the sweat between his shoulder blades. “I can.”

“When you are in the dream, do you know it is a dream?”

“I assure you if I did, then I would not be trying to strangle my wife.”

The practitioner’s eyes widened slightly, then he nodded.

“That is what we must work on then. We must make your brain understand you are in a dream. As soon as you are able to do that, then you will be in control.”

Simon took in the man’s words, and finally, he sat down again. The chair didn’t seem quite as uncomfortable.

“How do I do that?”

“I will help you. We will find the cues that indicate a dream because they do not match up to what you know is reality. There will be some, I assure you, and when you see them, you must recognize them. Even if you cannot wake yourself immediately, you must not try to kill the guard.”

“I must not kill the guard,” Simon repeated doubtfully.

Holtzenhelm nodded. “I will help you.”
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Jenny threw herself into the spirit of the winter festivals and the jubilant parties that were being thrown all around her. Though it was inappropriate to host anything herself with her new husband away, her mother wouldn’t let her brood indoors.

“Tonight is the party at Lady Atwood’s,” Lady Blackwood reminded her.

Jenny grimaced. “And then some clever clogs will insist on a reading of Dickens’s work. Because how very unusual and unexpected!”

Maggie laughed as she did a lot lately, obviously happy to be in London once more. “Gracious, I can’t take that story one more time this month!”

“Even I am growing weary of Mr. Dickens’s Christmas tale,” Eleanor chimed in, “and I truly think it is very fanciful and well told. Anyway, I’m pleased I am permitted to attend.”

“And Lord Cambrey’s cousin will be there,” Maggie added, making Jenny smile. Both the earl and his young cousin, Beryl, were keeping her two sisters occupied and happy, though for quite different reasons.

Jenny wished she could ask Simon more about Lord Cambrey his nature, and his possible intentions toward Maggie. Did the man treat women’s hearts frivolously or with care? Had he many attachments in the past? How about currently? And what were the state of his finances and holdings?

Sighing, she looked around the sumptuous drawing room that was now hers, filled with her own family. Look how far they’d come from having to sell their own home and head for the country, facing permanent banishment. Yet here they were, preparing for a Season, enjoying an event-filled Christmas, reconnecting with old acquaintances. Still, she felt the yawning gap of loneliness.
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The music ended with a perfectly delightful rendition of de Pearsall’s “Lay a Garland,” and then their hostess, still clapping for the pianist and the singer, stood before the crowd.

“I have a special treat,” she announced. “Lady Elizabeth Benchley, a friend to Mr. Dickens himself, will read stave one and stave five of A Christmas Carol. Isn’t that splendid?”

This was greeted with rousing applause, though Jenny suspected, it was made warmer by the appearance of nearly a dozen servants carrying trays with goblets of fizzy drinks and sweetmeats.

She stood. “I’m going to take a stroll and see the paintings in the gallery. Would anyone care to join me?”

Her mother shook her head. “I’ve promised Lady Delia that I shall go over the midweek carnival entertainment for Argyll House. Do you mind, dear?”

“Not at all,” Jenny said. Eleanor had her head together with her new friend, Beryl, and for an instant, she wondered if Ned and Maisie would be attending the Season. That could be awkward, indeed.

Maggie stood beside her. Ah, here was company at last, but her sister looked right past her with that beatific smile that could only mean one thing—Lord Cambrey was close by.

Without even answering Jenny’s invitation for a stroll, Maggie sighed.

“Isn’t he handsome?” And with that utterance, she pushed past Jenny, who turned to see … well! Not Lord Cambrey but another young eligible bent over Maggie’s hand and brought it to his lips.

Despite the momentary shock that Maggie already had another suitor, Jenny realized it was sensible for her sister not to get too attached to any man yet. This young man, not too tall but well dressed, invited Maggie to accompany him to the refreshment table for a lemonade.

So romantic. And so public! Jenny had almost forgotten how every single moment one spent with the opposite sex was on display for all to witness. How unlike her own hasty and private courting. Why, no one except Cambrey had even seen her and Simon together, except for Crocky and the strangers at Vauxhall.

For all anyone knew, she wasn’t the Countess of Lindsey at all but a squatter who’d taken up residence in the Devere townhouse.

Turning away from the scene of her sister’s starry-eyed encounter, she followed a flow of people between one room and the next. Behind her, she heard Lady Benchley begin the story in an exaggerated manner that grated upon Jenny’s nerves.

“Marley was dead to begin with.”

In a few minutes, she found herself in a long hallway enjoying a collection of massive landscapes, beautifully set in matching gilded frames. One looked as if it could have been painted near Belton Park. Backing up a few steps, she stared longingly at the countryside, recalling the many times Simon had caught her alone and made love to her, either with passionate kissing or something even bolder. Did he miss her presence as she did his?

“Miss Blackwood, is it you?”

Turning, she encountered Viscount Alder, her once-fiancé. For the briefest moment, a frisson of nerves danced through her. How she wished Simon were by her side to show this man someone else had found her worthy of giving her his name.

Many women would give him the cut direct and walk away. Rightly so, too. Yet, she had never been the type for such rudeness.

“My lord,” she greeted, not curtsying. She would be damned if she’d lower herself an inch in presence. “However, I am Lady Lindsey now.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I heard rumor you had married.”

“More than a rumor,” Jenny said, feeling the heat bloom on her cheeks.

“Congratulations,” he said. “And apparently, marriage suits you well. You look stunning.”

Did she? She wondered at his gentle manner and his sweet compliment. True, he had been that way during their brief association. However, given the way in which he had ruthlessly cast her off, she’d thought to encounter a different Michael Alder if ever they met again.

“I had not heard you’d returned to London,” he added.

Perhaps suddenly considering the matter, Viscount Alder glanced around them as if expecting Simon to pop out from behind the long draperies.

“Will I have the honor of greeting Lord Lindsey this evening?”

“He has not come to London,” Jenny admitted, keeping her tone neutral. “He had business to attend elsewhere.”

The viscount’s eyebrows raised almost into his hairline. “A strange time to do business,” he said. “What with a new wife and it being nearly Christmas.”

She shrugged, offering him no more information, letting her eyes wander back to the painting.

“Will he join you soon?” Lord Alder asked.

“Mm,” Jenny murmured noncommittally. Why on earth did it matter to the infernal man?

Alder drew a step closer. “I am glad we have run into each other if for no other reason than so I can offer you my sincerest apology.”

That caught her attention. She stared at him. Her former beau looked a little older in only a year. No doubt, after all that had happened, she did, too. Yet there was a sadness to his eyes that had not been there before, a strained look causing slight creases in his forehead.

“Are you well?” she heard herself asking though she didn’t know why she should have any sympathy toward him.

At her words, his face relaxed, and he actually gave her the slightest of smiles. Maggie had been wrong. His lips looked fine to her. Not nearly as handsome as Simon’s but passingly pleasing, all the same.

“Thank you for asking,” Alder replied. “I don’t deserve your kindness, I know that. In any case, there have been complications in my life with which I won’t bore you. Perhaps some time, we may take a stroll around the park as old friends and talk. Married ladies have more freedom, nearly like men. Have you discovered that?”

Jenny perceived nothing nefarious in his words.

“What a peculiar thing to say, but yes, I know what you mean.”

“I always admired you,” he blurted.

Oh, dear. Did he harbor some hope of a reconciliation? Leaning away, she said, “It is inappropriate for you to say such.”

He gave a nonchalant shrug that instantly, almost painfully reminded her of Simon.

“Circumstances occurred beyond my control and I regret how quickly you disappeared from my life.”

As he spoke, she raised a gloved hand to her lips in dismay. For without a doubt now, she saw pain lingering in his gaze. Could it be he had genuinely cared for her?

At her continued silence, he added, “That was, no doubt, also inappropriate to say, particularly to a recently wedded wife.”

Offering him a small smile in return, Jenny said, “I shall overlook it, my lord.”

“You have moved on and look well. For your sake, I am very pleased.”

She patted his arm because something about him drew her to do so. At the same moment, his hand covered her gloved one upon his forearm, she heard a familiar voice.

“There you are, Lady Lindsey.”

Pulling her hand back as if burned, Jenny turned to see Lord Cambrey almost upon them. Hoping she didn’t look guilty—knowing her cheeks were now scarlet—she feared she did.

However, instead of censure from her husband’s friend, she saw only wariness in his gaze directed at Alder.

For his part, Lord Alder dropped his arm to his side and offered a bow to the earl.

Cambrey kept his eyes upon the viscount even while he addressed Jenny.

“Your sister thought you’d been gone for a long while, and you never know what disreputable types lurk in these hallways.”

“Do you know Lord Alder?” she asked, trying to initiate a more general conversation.

“Vaguely.” Cambrey continued to stare hard at Alder, who began to bristle.

Apparently, Simon had left her in good hands, for his friend was championing her where there was absolutely no need.

Since the men were not about to discuss fox hunting and the best make of tobacco, Jenny decided she had better separate them.

“Shall we go back to the reading? I don’t want to miss the ending, nor to further worry my family.”

Cambrey only nodded and reached for her arm.

Lord Alder spoke again.

“Lady Lindsey, it was a distinct pleasure running into you this evening.”

She knew better than to own to the same pleasure since it might sap the last of Cambrey’s patience. She gave Michael Alder a slight nod.

“Good evening, my lord.” With that, she let Cambrey lead her away.

However, after a step or two, he halted and looked over his shoulder.

“Just so we’re clear, Alder, the countess is under my protection while her husband is absent from London. I consider it my honor to do any small service for such a war hero as our Lindsey. I will be certain to advise him as to your close attention to his wife when next I see him.”

Jenny rolled her eyes at this absurd display of male posturing. Yet she would not gainsay Cambrey for risk of humiliating him. To do so would be a direct insult to her own husband. She hoped, however, that the viscount didn’t give a moment’s worry to the Earl of Lindsey with his dander raised for that was unlikely. She had done nothing wrong.

When they turned the corner, she felt Cambrey’s stiffness relax.

“Thank you for coming to get me. The viscount surprised me out of nowhere, but he was quite harmless, I assure you.”

“Rather like a maiden aunt at a family gathering, you think?”

She laughed. “Precisely.”

“My lady, Alder is a tad more dangerous than a spinster with chin hair. I would advise you to steer well clear of him.”

With that, they were back in the bustling, brightly lit main hall, and there was her family, along with Cambrey’s cousin Beryl, laughing and talking, the reading of Dickens apparently over.

“May I escort you ladies to your carriage?” Cambrey asked.

“Oh, please let us stay another few minutes,” Beryl asked. “I want to find Maryliss and introduce Eleanor to her.”

“Very well,” Cambrey said, and the youngest two scurried away clutching each other’s arms excitedly while trying to maintain some demeanor of ladylike decorum.

“We are happy your cousin has taken to our Eleanor,” Lady Blackwood intoned. “I imagine in a year or two, it will be their turn to come out.”

Cambrey looked taken aback. He glanced the way the girls had gone.

“I don’t believe my aunt and uncle have considered next year’s Season for Beryl. She seems so young.”

Anne Blackwood chuckled slightly. “They all seem young, my lord, until suddenly, they do not. And girls grow up in the blink of an eye into women.”

Cambrey’s glance took in Maggie, lingering for longer than perhaps polite, before dropping to the floor.

Jenny smiled. Yes, this might be Maggie’s second incomplete Season if Lord Cambrey’s thoughts were going in the direction of one particular grown up female.

Suddenly, more than anything, Jenny wanted Simon by her side, to look at her in the same way as if she were the jammiest bit of jam.

Simon’s lovemaking had caused her to believe he truly wanted and needed her by his side. Could she possibly have been mistaken? Had he married her for business matters, to sort out the mess his accounts had been in? Was he even now with another woman in France or Italy?

Later that night, when she sat on her bed—what should be their bed—Jenny considered the possibility that given Simon’s vexing nighttime condition, he might consider a mistress to be more desirable than a wife. One didn’t expect to spend the night with a lightskirt, did one? He could toss her out or leave her side at any time.

Perhaps all she had to do was vow to never sleep with him or even attempt it again. After all, for the pleasure of his company and for being his wife in all other ways, she could make that vow. If he would only give her the chance.

The next morning was the first time she felt the nausea that plagued her for the next few weeks until her condition was confirmed. She was with child.
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Chapter Twenty-Six


“Mummy, please, let things be.”

“You must notify your husband, I say.” Her mother started in on the same argument for the third day in a row since she had found out about her eldest daughter’s condition.

Jenny had told Maggie, who instead of keeping it to herself had exclaimed with joy at becoming an aunt. In fact, Maggie was exuberant and joyful at nearly everything these days wearing a constant glow that Jenny thought should have been hers.

In any case, her mother and younger sister knew almost before Jenny’s cup of weak, milky tea had grown cold.

“Simply write to him. He’s been absent from you too long. He is a caring man and would want to be with you. Besides, whatever business he has abroad cannot be as important as his heir.”

Her mother had no idea how difficult her request was. Jenny would have to ask Cambrey precisely where her husband was and whether he could get word to him. How humiliating! Perhaps she could offhandedly inquire as to whether Cambrey had heard from Simon, and not let him know she had not. Still, Jenny would need an address if he were abroad, and how could she obtain it without telling John Angsley her plight.

The abandoned wife, and now abandoned mother-to-be.

How she wished she and Simon had been given the time to settle things between them before a child came along. On the other hand, it comforted her there would be no more talk of ending their union, not now that a son or daughter of the house of Devere was on its way.

Meanwhile, she could do nothing else but wait and continue to play hostess to her family, smile at everyone who congratulated her on her marriage, and prevaricate to those who asked after her absent husband. She would continue to pretend everything was as it should be until it became the truth.
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Simon awakened in his cell. Pressing down on the strangely soft dirt underneath him, he raised himself to a seated position and took stock of his surroundings. Despite the dim light, oddly there were no rats. He had a feeling that fact was important because there were always rats at dawn and dusk. Still, gazing miserably at the bars, it was a cell like it always was. He’d been dreaming of Belton Manor and … a strange man who had been speaking with an accent. A doctor, he thought.

Moreover, he’d been dreaming of a lovely woman with wide, knowing eyes and a lush, kissable mouth. He could almost remember her name.

Glancing sideways, there was Toby. His cousin sat on the ground simply gazing at him quietly. Toby needed him to kill the jailer, or he would die. With quiet resolution, Simon knew he had to strangle the man who held the keys.
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Another party, another nearly unendurable evening standing with the ineligibles, both the widowed and the matrons, and the wallflowers. She could stave off the boredom by imagining who was interested in whom. Then there were the brief conversations with those who had been her friends prior to her disastrous last Season and flight to Sheffield.

Obviously, most everyone probed for details regarding her missing husband, some out of malice, which she ignored, some out of pity, which she could not bear.

Indeed, Jenny was becoming increasingly aware of consolatory glances. Except for a few days in London when Simon had been dealing with Crocky, no one had seen her husband in over three years. However, they had certainly heard of him.

Immediately upon his return to English soil, the rumors that had originally blown on a cruel breeze from Sheffield to London had earned him the label of Lord Despair. Now that she was in residence in the Devere townhouse, boldly taking part in the little Season’s activities with no earl by her side, the breeze was becoming a tempest.

“He is mad as a march hare,” twittered a young woman, hardly concealing her mouth behind her fan, as she stared at Jenny.

“I heard they have restrained his arms and legs,” said another.

“And he has to be fed like a baby,” loudly exclaimed a third.

With most of the remarks that drifted to her ears, Jenny pointedly stared down the speaker. Occasionally, she rolled her eyes to show her utter disregard for their ridiculous speculation. However, lately, with her desire to sit down or to stay home altogether, standing tall and proud was becoming a far more difficult chore. She was tired. She was generally queasy from morning until nearly suppertime.

At some point, perhaps in two months, maybe three, she would have to enter confinement. Then how shredded would both their reputations become?

The missing earl and his disappearing countess!

And would her babe be born with his or her father still missing?

The tempest would reach biblical proportions.

“Jenny, stop frowning,” her mother said, appearing by her side after doing the rounds of the room with her friend Lady Delia.

Maggie appeared at her other side. “I wish you would dance.”

The idea of spinning and twirling held positively no appeal.

“Where is Lord Cambrey?” For certainly to see Maggie without him was an oddity.

“We cannot dance more than two dances in a night without someone crying out the banns,” Maggie said, though it looked to Jenny as if that idea was not displeasing to her sister. “We have a dance coming up soon enough.”

“Who is next on your card?” their mother asked.

Maggie angled the square paper dangling from her wrist, then she made a face.

“Oh,” she exclaimed in dismay, glancing at Jenny. “I nearly forgot. Your former fiancé sketched in his name before I even realized who he was, but I am certainly not doing him the honor.”

Jenny felt ill for more than one reason but stayed silent. Hopefully, it was a coincidence.

“Why would Lord Alder seek to dance with you?” Lady Blackwood asked her middle daughter. “He can be certain I would never allow an association between him and you, not after his shoddy treatment of our Jenny. I’m sure other parents feel the same way. Why, I can’t even imagine why he is here!” she finished with some vehemence, scanning the crowd as if she might scorch him from the room with her gaze alone.

Jenny nearly smiled. Nearly. Her mother’s dander was well and truly up. Yet she couldn’t help wondering if Michael were using Maggie to gain information about her and, more importantly, her husband. The ton moved in such sneaky ways it wouldn’t be surprising. Except regarding the viscount, it did surprise her for he had never seemed the type to deal in gossip.

“Mummy, I am more than pleased to miss this next quadrille,” Maggie stated. “I’m sure Lord Alder was simply being polite.” She looked sorry to have mentioned him at all. “Why, I doubt he will even show up to claim his dance.”

Just then, another young buck, Lord Westing, the same who’d kissed Maggie’s hand at Lady Atwood’s, appeared in their midst. The only son of the Duke of Westing with dashing good looks to boot, the marquess had every girl’s gaze upon him.

After bowing to each of the ladies beginning with the senior, he turned his attention to Maggie.

“You are not dancing, Miss Blackwood, which robs the room of much enjoyment. It is too late to begin this dance, yet perhaps I may have the next?”

Maggie eyed him up and down. Jenny, too, gave this new prospect the once over. After all, though Lord Cambrey was impressive, neither his attention was certain, nor were his intentions clear. Besides, Maggie had an entire Season and many young gentlemen to consider.

What would her persnickety sister think of this one? Westing certainly cut a good figure in his jacket and breeches. His ascot was perfectly tied. What’s more, he had a chiseled jaw and very blue eyes under a thick head of dark brown hair. Both Jenny and her mother waited, breath bated.

Maggie’s dazzling smile appeared as if she’d pulled it out of her glove and pasted it on, and she batted those glorious eyelashes.

Biting her lower lip to keep from laughing, Jenny had to give her sister her due. Men found Maggie’s flirting to be beyond charming.

“Why, I believe my next dance is free,” Maggie offered, without looking at her card.

Jenny sighed. Woe betide the man whose name was in the next space as, knowing Maggie, there most assuredly was one. Whoever he was, he would be left like a ship without its sail, uselessly stranded.

Westing took in the bustling room. “Perhaps we can go together to the refreshment table before our dance begins. It is less crowded there at present.”

“A splendid idea.” With that complimentary phrase, Maggie let her new admirer take her arm in his.

After bowing once more to Jenny and her mother, Lord Westing led her away.

The remaining Blackwood women looked at each other, eyes wide, until Lady Blackwood spoke. “I’ve heard good things of that young man. Not only fine looking, if I may say from my advanced years, but well-behaved. And in line to inherit a great deal. Every eligible miss here is envying our Margaret at this moment.” She gazed in the direction they’d gone. “What do you think of such a match?”

“Mummy, every dance with a man cannot result in a match. Yet I agree, he is a handsome man. As long as he is kind and loyal,” she added, thinking of Simon’s finer qualities, “and loves Maggie so much he never wants to be without her.”

Dear God, tears were pricking her eyes.

Her mother grabbed her hand and held it, clasped safely.

“Are you all right, dear one? Shall I get you something to drink? That helped me when,” she lowered her voice, “when carrying each of you three.”

“Something cold would be welcome,” Jenny allowed, and her mother nodded and hurried off.

No doubt Lady Blackwood considered it a good excuse to spy on her middle daughter and see how she was faring with Westing.

Tapping her toe quietly along with the music, Jenny remained alone until the dance ended. Lord Cambrey appeared, obviously searching for Maggie. Oh dear, was his name next on her sister’s card?

“Both your mother and sister have vanished,” he observed.

As the music started up for a lively polka, Jenny realized Maggie must even then be dancing with Lord Westing. Would Simon’s friend be annoyed?

Deciding to hold her tongue on the matter, she only nodded, smiling and observing passers-by. Let Maggie make her own decisions. Jenny had other concerns, including a matter not to be overheard by anyone.

With her mother still not returned, she decided to grab the broom by its handle.

“My lord, will you take a stroll along the gallery?”

Cambrey looked momentarily surprised, then quickly recovered.

“Certainly, my lady.” And he offered her his arm.

She hoped no one took notice of their exit through the double doors behind them. Others were doing the same, and she had a certain autonomy now as a married woman that she hadn’t had before. However, Lord Cambrey clearly wasn’t her husband, and if someone wanted to begin a nasty rumor, they no doubt could. She would ask her question as quickly as possible and return to the ballroom.

“I will be brief,” she said to him as soon as they were alone at one end of the long promenade. It must be nice in the dead of winter to have such a stretch of a hall in which to walk vigorously back and forth, especially if one had a worrisome issue, like the absence of a husband, to contend with.

“I simply wish to know if you’ve heard from Simon?”
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As Simon reached out for the filthy jailor, he received a slap on the face. From whence it came, he couldn’t tell. He tried harder to get to the man’s neck, then he received another sting to his cheek. After another, he awakened in a strange bed in a strange room.

Sighing, the earl knew precisely what had happened.

Holtzenhelm had come to Simon’s apartment late in the evening and told him to sleep. And obviously, he’d awakened him in a manner that worked.

“Thank you,” Simon muttered to the bespectacled man who sat on the chair beside him.

“You’re welcome, though I take no pleasure in slapping you. Shall we begin?” Holtzenhelm asked.

Simon nodded, feeling weary.

“At the beginning. Every detail.”

When Simon had explained the same dream in excruciating minutiae, he felt drained. After the doctor left, he took a walk in the frigidly cold city of Heidelberg.

Many of the shops were decorated with Christmas cheer, different than the English but recalling the spirit of the season all the same. Nikolastaug had come and gone, with all the children awaiting St. Nicholas, and even Herr Holtzenhelm had seemed to brighten days before when describing his two young sons’ excitement for what treats had been in their boots the following morning.

Yet when the good doctor spoke animatedly about decorating the Tannenbaum and invited Simon to the end-of-the-year festivities, he felt an ache in his chest. As Holtzenhelm went on about the Christmas Eve dinner, describing the suckling pig, white sausage, and sweet cinnamon reisbrei, and then closed his eyes to describe to Simon the upcoming Christmas Day feast of plump roast goose, nutty, fruity stollen, and spicy Lebkuchen, Simon felt only sadness. He had spent the past three Christmas tidings away from England, recalling the celebrations and the familiar foods.

Now, he felt a lump in his throat at missing his first Christmas with his wife. What would it be like to see the candles reflecting in Jenny’s eyes as they opened their door to carolers and toasted St. Nicholas?

He simply wanted to go home.
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“I’m sorry.” Lord Cambrey’s eyes, indeed, shone with apology. “I have heard nothing from him. It is as if Simon has disappeared into the heart of the savage nations of Europe.”

As surely as he had disappeared inside her heart. Permanently, irrevocably. Hopefully, he would come out far more easily from the Continent.

She only sighed though she wanted to weep. Her love for him was absolutely embedded in her being now, and she could hardly face each day without him. If she only knew where he was and when she might see him again, it would ease her mind.

“I would ask you to trust him and not to worry. Why, he was practically singing Lady Greensleeves in your honor the first time he told me about you. In any case, he must return soon,” Lord Cambrey added.

His words sparked hope in Jenny’s breast. “Why do you say that, my lord?”

“Parliament officially opens in a few weeks, and he had best be there.”

“I see.” The ramifications of an absentee representative in the House of Lords were not good, including a possible loss of Simon’s privilege.

However, she doubted now she would see him for Christmas. Sure enough, when it came and went, she spent the holiday with her mother and sisters and with Lord Cambrey’s family who extended to the Blackwoods and the Countess of Lindsey more than one festive invitation.

[image: *]*

“What stands out in your mind when you first find yourself in the cell?”

Simon bit back a curt retort and answered the doctor as simply as he could.

“That I am there again, or that I have never really left.”

“It is that real to you?” Holtzenhelm asked. “You do not get the sense you are in a dream?”

Simon hesitated.

“What are you thinking?” Holtzenhelm asked.

“Each time I awaken in the cell … that is, when I dream I am back in the cell, the dirt is soft under me. It must be the bed I’m feeling. I believe I always have a moment of wondering why the dirt is comfortable after so many nights lying on the hard-packed earth.”

Holtzenhelm nodded. “That is very good. If we can convince your mind the soft dirt indicates a dream, you may be able to control your actions.”

Simon nodded.

“Is there anything else?” Holtzenhelm wondered. “The more signs we can reinforce to your sleeping self, the better.”

Considering for a moment, Simon took himself through the dream that was more familiar to him than the environment in which he now found himself in the doctor’s office.

“There is no stench. The absence of rats is also quite glaring. There were always vermin, and even more at night. They make noises, terrible noises.” Feeling sweat prickle his skin, Simon closed his eyes only to have the vision of a rat appear in his mind, large and terrifying. Instantly, he snapped his eyes open.

“You seem to feel very strongly about the rats,” the doctor said. “Good.”

Simon stared at him. Holtzenhelm’s ability to look dispassionately at Simon’s trouble irked him, yet perhaps it was for the best and gave the man more clarity. But good was the last word he could use in conjunction with rats.

At seeing the earl’s expression, Herr Doktor shrugged.

“I am sure you can use the absence of any strong odor and of rats in your favor.”

At this, Simon barked out a laugh. “That would be a change, considering they were my nightly nemesis, and sometimes during the day, too.”

“I understand,” the doctor said, though Simon knew the man couldn’t possibly truly understand the conditions. Nor could he know the emotions the cell invoked. The fear and anger and sadness. And guilt.

“Is there anything else? We must go through the dream again,” Holtzenhelm said.

Simon retold the dream again. Awakening in the cell, no rats, the guard, his anger. Over and over. There was something else. Something on the edge of his brain, but he didn’t want to think about it.

Instead of whatever it was dancing at the edge of his mind, he decided to think about Jenny, her sweet smile and shining eyes, her soft, pleasing voice. His Jenny.

“I will see you tomorrow,” the doctor said. As he reached the door, the man added, “I bid you sweet dreams.”

Did this short German have a sense of humor or was he mocking him?

Simon merely nodded.

That night, unfortunately, was no different. The dreams that had begun to happen less frequently during his brief months with Jenny now came nightly once again.

And each time he awakened, whether entangled in his bedclothes or landing on the rug, Simon thanked God Jenny was not beside him to be harmed. Would he ever find his way back to her?


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twenty-Seven


Then the unthinkable happened. Another dinner party was underway in which Jenny was seated between two aged men with whom the hostess deemed acceptable for a married woman to converse all evening without causing a scandal.

Jenny hid her yawns behind her serviette and turned from the tediously boring man on her left who wished only to boast about his acreage and his grown children in excruciatingly minute detail to the leering, hoary nobleman on her right who kept his eyes fixed on the swell of her breasts as he inappropriately complained about his wife. That unfortunate spouse was seated as far away from her husband as the table allowed, no doubt having entreated their hostess, Lady Chantel-Weiss, to make it so.

To the old lord’s only defense, Jenny’s bosom had blossomed in recent weeks, and she had not yet had any of her gowns adjusted to hide the fuller figure of her condition. She doubted he had noticed her face once since they were seated together.

And then a late guest appeared, and Jenny felt a stirring of discomfort, Cousin Ned!

As soon as he caught sight of her, she knew he would cause her trouble for slighting him. His eyes narrowed and his mouth thinned while turning up as if in a smile. With a nod by way of greeting, he took his seat next to a lady halfway down the other side of the table. Jenny breathed a sigh of relief.

Normally, she and Ned might not even have cause to speak since it was simply not done across the middle of the table between the candles, the many crystal glasses, and the flowered centerpieces. However, since he’d arrived late, their hostess was determined to make him earn his dinner.

From her seat at the head of the table a few chairs down to Jenny’s left, Lady Chantel-Weiss tapped on her fluted champagne glass with the long tines of her silver dinner fork.

“Everyone, hush now.” Very quickly those at the table quietened and turned to their hostess.

“Since Sir Darrow has seen fit to amble in nearly an entire half hour after we have all been seated, I demand from him reparation.”

Knowing what was coming, many started to laugh, some slapped hands on the tablecloth in encouragement.

“Yes, my lady,” Ned said at once, practically preening at being the center of attention where another might look abashed by his own rude behavior. “Whatever reparation you wish, I shall endeavor to satisfy and do so as befits this gentle gathering.”

Jenny wanted to roll her eyes, only thankful she was not in fact Mrs. Darrow, nor even generally known as Ned’s second cousin. His affected speech made her want to bring back up the shrimp paste on toast points that had greeted guests on tiny plates as they sat down to dine.

“You must tell us an entertaining story,” Lady Chantel-Weiss said. “Isn’t that right, my lord?”

However, Lord Chantel-Weiss either didn’t hear her or didn’t care, for at the other end of the table, on Jenny’s right, the good man continued slurping his potato soup.

“But hear me, Sir Darrow,” their hostess continued. “Your story must be novel and interesting, or you shall be shown the door.”

Many laughed again, but when Ned’s eyes turned upon her, Jenny felt a frisson of dread. There was something in his gaze, a malicious glint.

“Very well,” he said. “A story?” He steepled his fingers a moment in front of him as if considering.

All the while, Jenny’s sense of dread increased, bringing on a racing heart. In turn, her skin felt clammy as she broke out into a light sheen of perspiration.

“A few months back, I took a trip to the country to visit family members who’d fallen upon particularly dire straits.” Ned paused dramatically. “Financially, if you take my meaning.”

With her soup spoon still clenched in one hand, Jenny stared down at the tablecloth in front of her plate and bit her lower lip against the physical discomfort she was experiencing.

“While I was there, I witnessed the strangest courtship imaginable.”

“Do tell,” said a voice from farther down the table.

“Speak up,” said another.

“I will,” Ned said. “What do you make of a young woman with no title and no dowry visiting a wealthy nobleman’s house?”

Jenny nearly gasped her dismay aloud.

“Is this a riddle?” asked another.

“What if I told you she went day after day unchaperoned to sit in his bedchamber?”

A few other people around her did, indeed, gasp. Jenny took the opportunity to draw in a few breaths, as deeply as she could, given her tight corset. However, there was nothing she could do to tamp down either Ned’s tale or the steadily rising nausea.

Warming to the attention he was receiving, Ned stood and actually paced down the length of the table.

“Moreover,” he said, “though this young woman was fair of face and form, the nobleman barely knew of her existence. At first.”

“How can that be, if she was in his bedroom?” their hostess asked.

“This earl—oh, forgive me,” Ned said, as if his slipping of any hint of the man’s identity had been a mistake. “This nobleman was plainly touched in the upper works.” He tapped the side of his own head.

“Gracious,” exclaimed a woman.

Jenny could not raise her eyes. Were people already looking at her? Did they know?

“Still, this woman went to him to provide aid and comfort.”

“I wouldn’t mind that type of aid and comfort,” said the lecherous fool to her right. A few men chuckled.

“In fact,” continued Ned, “her services were in high demand around the entire township.”

Another few gasps ensued, and the elderly Lord Chantel-Weiss, who until then had remained silent and let his wife run her party, exclaimed, “Here, now, I say, Darrow. Is this appropriate dinner talk?”

“Forgive me, my lord,” Ned said, his tone placating as he walked around the end of the table behind the hostess, who was grinning and obviously enjoying the tale immensely.

“Perhaps some here have misunderstood my meaning, but this young woman was in service to the nobleman … as a bookkeeper, of all things.”

“Stranger and stranger,” someone intoned.

Jenny grabbed for her water with her free hand and nearly knocked over her wine glass.

“This lady,” Ned continued, now looking directly at her, “nearly penniless, ironically had a mind for numbers and began to balance the ledgers for the whole village. She became the most dreaded of the sex, a masculine one.”

“Oh, dear, dear,” said Lady Chantel-Weiss.

“Yes! It is true. However, she ended up being of special assistance to the despairing earl.”

Another gasp, and this time, Jenny was certain she felt their gazes upon her. Flexing her fingers, she dropped her forgotten spoon, which clattered onto the bowl and spattered creamy bisque across the white tablecloth.

Ned walked farther around the table as he talked, coming eventually to stand almost directly behind Jenny’s chair.

“In fact, as if in this topsy-turvy tale, the woman were the famed fairytale prince and the earl were the sleeping beauty, somehow this ordinary girl awakened him from his deep stupor and, miracle of miracles, dear friends, he married her. Or thus she claims.”

Jenny pushed her chair back, nearly knocking Ned off his feet as she did. The bile had reached her throat, but she would not add to her humiliation by retching here in the Chantel-Weiss’s formal dining room while select members of the ton gaped at her.

And she certainly wouldn’t give credence nor respond to Ned’s awful tale, not while Simon was unable to defend himself from the pathetic portrait her cousin had painted of the earl as a drooling imbecile and her as a gold-digging Cyprian.

Why she had ever agreed to go to this gathering when Maggie was at another infernal ball and her mother was home with Eleanor, Jenny did not know.

Practically stumbling on the doorsill as the floor wavered beneath her feet, she fled the room without offering her apologies to her hosts. The murmurs of incredulity and horrified whispers mixed with the tittering of delight followed her into the hallway.

Ned was an utter scoundrel, and he would be sorry when or if Simon returned!

Reaching the water closet, Jenny retched into the bowl. A few minutes later, with the contents of her stomach completely vacated by violent heaving, Jenny stared miserably at her disheveled reflection in the looking glass. Then she dabbed at her mouth with a cloth.

For the first time, she was sorry that, as a married woman, she didn’t need a chaperone. At this moment, she would have liked the company of one such as Lord Cambrey who would have taken Ned Darrow in hand, most likely by the throat, and righted the situation. If that were possible.

On second thought, it might have led to a duel at sunrise.

She knew one thing. There would be no more events for her, let people think what they may. Showing or not, she decided it was past time for her confinement.
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“There is nothing else.” Simon could not keep the harsh tone from his voice. They had been over the dream ad nauseum. He could no longer stand to recount the soft surface, the strange lack of vermin, the noxious guard approaching, and then his own hands desperately trying to strangle the man.

“What if you don’t strangle the guard?” Herr Doktor questioned.

“I have to,” Simon snapped, “before he—” He halted, feeling sweat break out upon his skin.

“Before he what?” Holtzenhelm demanded quickly. “No, don’t pause. Say it.”

“Before he kills Toby.”

“Your cousin has already been slain. You cannot save him by killing the guard.”

Simon frowned.

“Think, man,” the bespectacled man encouraged him. “You have said many times Toby is alive in the cell with you. In real life, you know your cousin is dead. What need for you to strangle the guard?”

“To save him,” Simon repeated stubbornly, as the words came to him. “I need to save him.”

“I see,” Holtzenhelm said. “I see at last.”

Jumping to his feet, Simon paced. He knew he understood deep down, but he feared voicing the conclusion. If he said it, if he accepted it, then there would be no remedy. No way to help …

The doctor said it for him. “You cannot bring back your cousin by slaying the guard. Not in real life and not by doing so in your dream. You are driven to do it by guilt.”

Simon stared out the window at the frigid January day. Everything covered in snow and ice shone brightly like crystals in the watery winter sun. Like Jenny’s eyes.

“I should have protected him.”

“Did he not feel the same about you?”

Simon could only shrug.

“Most likely, he did.” Holtzenhelm spoke calmly as if they were not discussing Simon’s absolute failure. “If you had asked for water and been made an example of, then he would have—”

Simon interrupted him. “He would have returned home to his family. As he should have.”

“There are no shoulds in life. None at all. Do you hear me? Do you understand?”

But Simon shook his head.

Holtzenhelm sighed. “You have a family now, too, do you not? A wife awaiting you somewhere. Perhaps children of your own someday. Why not for you, such a life?”

“I could have saved him. I should have.”

To his surprise, the short man slammed his hand on the desk with great force, making Simon turn around.

“No!” the doctor insisted. “You have told me how your cousin died. You could not have saved him.”

“By killing the guard,” Simon blurted.

“So you think. And now, you are doomed to do it over and over again unless you heed me. You cannot save him. You cannot.”

Simon let the words echo in his brain. How could he accept that?

“I am a humble man who has read a lot. Will you listen to me?”

Simon nodded.

“I am speaking for your cousin now, as a man who knows and understands other men. I absolve you of your guilt.”

Staring at the doctor, Simon took in his words and was speechless.

“You cannot,” he whispered at last.

“Yes, I can. Why not me? On behalf of your cousin, I absolve you.”

Simon felt the tears prick at the back of his eyes, felt them tingle in his nose. Good God!

“Do you want to have a life with your countess?”

He stared at Herr Doktor. “Of course. That is why I’m here.”

“Then you now have three keys you must use to unlock yourself from this nightmare of misplaced guilt. One, when you feel the dirt beneath you is not hard. Two, when you notice the absence of rats that would be swarming if you were truly in the cell. And three, when you see Tobias is alive, you know you are dreaming. For he is dead, irrevocably so, and you must realize there is no point in killing the guard.”

“Then what do I do?” Was that his voice, sounding broken and tremulous?

“You wake up. You examine the facts in the dream and then you wake up.”

Simon felt a sliver of hope. Could it work? If he accepted Toby’s death, could he be freed from the nightmare of trying to save him.

“Furthermore,” Holtzenhelm continued. “I believe the dream will fade from your sleeping mind as your waking mind accepts you could not save your cousin. Do you accept that?”

Simon frowned. Lay down the heavy mantle of guilt and blame? The utter loss of letting go of his cousin at last—it seemed callous, even dishonorable.

“I don’t know,” he confessed.

To his amazement, the man smiled. “Do not worry. We can certainly discuss the issues that plague your mind in the waking hours far more easily than those hidden while you sleep. I promise you, now we shall make some progress.”

Feeling heartened by Holtzenhelm’s apparent confidence, Simon took his seat once more. Perhaps by releasing Toby, he would be able to reclaim Jenny.
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“Lord Cambrey to see you, my lady,” the admiral said, hovering in the doorway of the drawing room.

Binkley had arrived after Christmas, like a late gift from St. Nick, explaining that his lordship had left orders for him to serve the countess at the townhouse when the busy Season began.

Jenny considered her husband’s thoughtful arrangements. Apparently, Simon had known he would not be back before the new year. What other preparations, she wondered, had he made for his long absence? Had he foreseen being away only months or years?

Jenny had not gone out in a week, nor received any visitors, mainly because none had come calling. But Cambrey was now a firm friend, as well as being her only link to Simon and the only one who knew he was not simply away on business.

“Please, Mr. Binkley, show him in.”

When Cambrey strode into the room a moment later, his smile said it all, causing her a rush of excitement. And hope. Rising to her feet, she could barely contain her tears.

“You’ve heard from Simon!”

“Yes, I have.” Pulling from his pocket what appeared to be a single sheet of paper, he handed it directly to her.

“May I?” she asked politely, reaching out to take it, aware her hand was trembling. “It is not too personal?”

Was that a flash of pity crossing Cambrey’s face? She hoped not. Not from him, too.

“He’s your husband and since it is all about you, no, there is nothing too personal. Though he might have my hide for boots if he knew I was showing it to you rather than summarizing the message.”

She offered him a grateful smile before looking down at the letter in her hand. Simon had touched this very parchment. And there was his familiar writing. Only because Cambrey was watching her did she resist raising the paper to her nose to see if some scent of him still clung to it. Foolish woman!

“Salutations, Cam, and good news. I am greatly improved. The doctor I found has me working literally day and night, even whilst I sleep, to sort out the disorder of my mind. I know you are looking after my Jenny. I miss her more than words can say.

For that reason, and for my unforgiveable behavior toward her, I haven’t written my lady. I still have no definitive words to tell her of a favorable outcome, but I am, for the first time, hopeful. Thus, I beseech you to go directly to her upon receipt of this letter and tell her, barring any unforeseen incident, I hope to return to Britain by month’s end. I will come directly to London.”

Jenny gasped when she read the ending.

“He’s coming back!” She shared a happy glance with his friend.

“And greatly improved,” Cambrey added.

She dismissed that with a wave of the letter. “He was perfectly fine as he was,” she stated, unable to hold back the tears.

When Lord Cambrey handed her a kerchief, she dabbed at her eyes.

“I needed no improved Simon. However, if he is happier, then everything we have gone through has been worth it.”

Cambrey gazed at her, his eyes soft. “You truly are a rare gem, Lady Lindsey.”

Feeling the heat rise in her cheeks, she tried to smile. “As is my sister,” she teased.

Strangely, however, his smile died and his expression grew shadowed.

“We can expect the wayward Simon within weeks,” Cambrey surmised. “And the ton that has declared him lost, demented, even a fugitive from the reality of the present, they can eat their words with a large helping of crow.”

The many things the ton were saying quite distracted her from how he’d sidestepped her remark about Maggie. Had society truly decided the Earl of Lindsey was such a lost cause?

Sending up a silent prayer for his quick return, she only worried it would be too late for her to attend any of the Season’s events with her lord by her side. With her shape changing weekly, propriety would soon dictate she remain secluded.

“Why are you looking suddenly so exasperated?”

He didn’t know of her condition, nor was it appropriate to inform him.

“I am merely impatient to lay eyes on him. And I want to shake him for leaving without telling me anything.”

“Understandable.”

“My manners have failed me. I should have offered you something when you arrived. Will you stay? Maggie should be home any moment. She went riding with Eleanor.”

Instead of the mention of her sister acting as enticement, Cambrey looked mildly alarmed.

“My apologies, but I must be off. Thank you for your offer. Give my regards to your mother.”

And in a brisk tattoo of his heeled boots on the floor, he left.

As soon as she saw her sister, she would ask her the cause of Lord Cambrey’s strange behavior.

For the moment, though, she would read and reread Simon’s letter, probably a hundred times. And as she sat again upon the sofa, Jenny finally brought it to her nose, inhaling deeply. Was there a lingering scent of Simon’s shaving tonic or was that merely the smell of the inside of Cambrey’s pocket?
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Arriving on English soil after days of travel from Germany to the French coast, Simon admitted to a mixture of relief and trepidation. He’d been delayed in Calais by a storm that made passage impossible for a day. Then the choppy waters had caused their usually brief voyage to take nearly twice as long.

After a late-afternoon landing in Dover, he eschewed the offering of accommodations at the King’s Head Inn and left at once by coach and six to London. He was exceedingly grateful his wife was not in Sheffield but, rather within a day-and-a-half reach in London.

Now that he was so close, the months of separation had shrunk down to an unbearable few hours and miles.

With his late start, the coach service reached only the port city of Rochester before halting for the night. Exhausted from the previous days of journeying followed by hours in the swaying coach, Simon fell asleep before his head hit the pillow.

As had happened for the last two weeks, when the dream came, he faced it with confidence, his mind trained to determine the falsity of it. In fact, the dream did not come nightly anymore. When it did, as Holtzenhelm had instructed him, he recognized the signs of its falsity, let go of his guilt over Toby, and awakened peacefully.

Early the next morning, he was ready to leave even before the innkeeper was prepared to serve breakfast. He would reclaim his Jenny as soon as the horses’ hooves traversed the miles still between them.
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Jenny waited on pins and needles, as her mother would say. Each day slipped endlessly into the next. Still no Simon, and she grew weary of rushing to the front windows every time she heard the horses and wheels of a carriage draw close. Yet he had promised in his letter to Cambrey that he would arrive, and as the end of the month approached, her excitement grew.

Surely, today was the day, she told herself each day. Her nausea was somewhat abated and still she didn’t show more signs of her condition other than fuller breasts and perhaps slightly rounder cheeks. She couldn’t wait to tell Simon her good news.

However, when the new moon heralded the first days of February, and the glad tidings of the holidays and the new year celebrations were behind her, the crushing disappointment turned her disposition bitter.

Perhaps her husband had changed his mind about returning or perhaps he had gone to Belton first, bypassing London altogether. She had no way of knowing. She only knew the waiting was driving her mad.

When an unexpected invitation arrived from Viscount Alder to stroll in Hyde Park and along the Serpentine, Jenny found herself agreeing to it almost instantly. Anything to take her mind off the absence of her wayward husband.

When the viscount’s carriage pulled up, for a moment, she thought it might be Simon and hurried to the window to peer out. Then she swore aloud at her own behavior. How many times had she drawn back the curtains only to have her hopes dashed?

Dressed in an emerald green day dress with matching long coat, its bulk hiding any changes to her body, she stepped out into the watery sunshine feeling comfortably warm. And truth be told, Jenny felt a race of excited anticipation at going out.

Meeting her at the front door, Lord Michael Alder escorted her down the steps to his carriage and helped her inside before getting in and sitting opposite.

For a moment, they rode the short distance in silence.

“A little odd,” he confessed.

She raised her eyebrows at his remark, though she had been thinking precisely the same thing. A married woman alone with a man was permitted, but still, tongues would wag. Though with Simon away and her life on hold, she found she didn’t care much about gossipers.

“What I mean to say,” the viscount added, “is we could never have done this before, when I was courting you.”

“True. Sometimes, it amazes me that anyone ever forms an attachment given the restrictions placed on people getting to know one another. Extended discourse is difficult, never mind time alone.”

“Today, we can extend our discourse as long as we like,” Alder said before smiling. “You have a good mind, as I recall.”

Before long, they were ambling along the Serpentine, admiring the shimmering waters.

“Aside from Kew Gardens, I think this is one of my favorite spots in Town,” Jenny said, lifting her face to the crisp air, not caring that it chilled her cheeks. She was outside for the first time in ages and felt alive.

Effortlessly as they walked, they discussed current events, such as the upcoming nomination of a new Archbishop of Canterbury and the opening of the Caledonian Railway that would make traveling to Scotland vastly easier. They stopped to watch young boys trying to crack a section of ice with big sticks.

“Take care, lads,” Alder said. “Not a step onto that river or I’ll box your ears.”

Jenny smiled, appreciating his concern for the young strangers. No doubt, he would make an excellent father one day.

Like a sharp blade, a pang of sadness pierced her at the thought of fatherhood and of Simon not being with her. How much more delightful would this moment be if she were walking with him?

“Are you all right?” the viscount asked, noticing her change of expression. “You’ve gone quiet, never a good thing in a female.”

“I’m fine.” What could she say? That she wished her husband was on her arm instead of him?

“Perhaps something hot to drink? The Garden House is open, is it not?”

Soon, she found herself seated at the small café with a mug of hot chocolate in front of her, while her companion had coffee.

“I want to thank you,” he began, “for agreeing to meet with me.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Jenny asked. She should be thanking him for rescuing her from her confinement and her long vigil for Simon. She could hardly tell him that either.

“We parted in a rather bad way,” Alder said. “You have every right to hate me and certainly to not want to see me.”

“Actually, my lord, we parted on the best of terms. The last time we were together before you called off our engagement, we had attended the Huntington’s dinner and ball. And for the first time, we danced every dance together. The food was delicious and the music divine. It was a lovely evening. So really, we parted on good terms.”

If anything, he looked more abashed.

“You are right in nearly every account, which is what makes what happened worse, I believe. We were at the point where it seemed our association was going smoothly. I think we would have come to care deeply for each other. At least, I for you.”

She glanced around to make sure no one was eavesdropping, for this conversation was going in a direction she feared out of the bounds of propriety.

“Why discuss it now?”

“Because you are wrong on the most important detail. For it was not I who broke off our engagement. My father did it with unexpected alacrity, and quite craftily, too. He sent me to Kent to check on a minor property issue while sending word to you there would be no forthcoming proposal of marriage. By the time I returned, you had left for Sheffield.”

“I see.” Jenny considered his words. That did take the sting out of her humiliation somewhat. Upon second thought, however, the ramifications of how Alder might be feeling even now made their outing less platonic than she liked.

Hoping he was not pining for her, Jenny sipped her chocolate. He had seemed coolly taken with her when they were courting. Not indifferent, but neither passionate the way she and Simon were. Or had been before he’d banished her to London.

She must remind the viscount they both had moved on.

“I heard you formed a relationship with someone else by the end of the Season.”

He nodded. “Lady Delia Hampstead.” Pausing, he tasted his coffee. “She was sweet and had a fair face.” Then his gaze locked on hers. “But she wasn’t you.”

Jenny let her cup clatter onto its saucer. Oh, dear. He did harbor feelings for her.

“It’s worse than you think,” Alder continued. “My parents actually told me you were the one who had broken off our association though apparently everyone else believes it was me. Quite mortifying really. I thought you had simply up and moved away and thus I let my mother steer me toward Lady Delia. When I learned the truth, I saw no reason to continue the farce of having any interest in that lady, certainly not to please my parents.”

“I am very sorry,” Jenny said and meant it. She could even admit to contrition over briefly thinking ill of him. “What point is there, however, in going over all this now? You know I am married.”

“Yes, Lady Lindsey, I know.” Alder gave her a long look. “I suppose I wanted you to know I had not cared a fig about your financial situation, and that the dishonorable action was not mine. After what my parents did, I also needed to know if you are happy. I’ve watched you from a distance. You are here for the Season and are quite obviously alone. A new bride alone in London does not bode well. Married, yes, but happy?”

A myriad of feelings coursed through her. Whatever she said could be construed as disrespectful to Simon and a betrayal of the intimacy between husband and wife. Yet, Lord Alder had been forthcoming, and his aura of sadness touched her heart.

Certainly, she could tell him something. That she had got over him quickly was probably not the right thing, nor was disclosing her present predicament.

“Let us walk again,” Jenny offered, for there were, indeed, others who might be eavesdropping.

Back in the brisk air, strolling beside him instead of looking directly at him, she could more easily confess she wished her husband were in London.

“What prevents him?”

“I’m not sure.” Realizing how vague that sounded, Jenny added, “I believe he will be here any day.”

To her surprise, he stopped and, as he had hold of her arm, she halted beside him. There, on the Serpentine path, Alder turned toward her and looked down into her eyes with an expression she could not quite fathom.

In the back of her mind, she was aware this was not a good situation to be seen in if recognized. Furthermore, she could see from the corner of her eyes there were other people on the path.

Yet the viscount still held her gaze. In fact, his dropped briefly to her mouth, causing her to gasp slightly.

Recalling their surroundings, Alder stiffened, his glance securely upon her eyes once again.

“I accept you are no longer free, though I confess I wish it were otherwise.” He gave a small grunt of pained laughter, and she reached up, putting her hand on his shoulder. Poor man.

“You are the woman I intended to spend my life with. And despite your marital status, I cannot help but care for you.”

Jenny shook her head, yet he covered her hand with his, the warmth of him seeping through her gloves.

“Oh, Michael,” she began, her voice sounding husky with emotion, “I am sorry.” She wished he felt nothing for her.

“I would never dishonor you by doing or saying anything more. I simply wish you to know I am here for you, in whatever capacity you may need. If you are ever lonely and wish to walk, as we did today, I am at your service.”

“She doesn’t need your service,” came an achingly familiar voice cutting through the cold air like an icy blade.

Jenny gasped again as she turned to face her husband. Shocked at seeing him there, she could only stare in disbelief.

She found her voice at last, but it came out in an incredulous whisper. “Simon.”

Standing with arms crossed, his legs slightly apart, apparently, he had witnessed a few moments of her discourse with Alder. His expression was grim, and she realized all at once, he was angry with her for being with the viscount.

As if he had the right!

A slight pressure on her fingers had her glancing back to Michael. He frowned down at her, perhaps with worry for her safety. Certainly, Simon looked formidable, but she didn’t fear him in the least.

Tugging her hands free, and realizing she should have done that immediately, Jenny turned to face her husband. She fervently wished the viscount wasn’t standing quite so close, his shoulder pressing against her own. No doubt they looked guilty without even a hairsbreadth between them.

Uncrossing his arms, Simon held out his hand to her.

She hesitated, causing his eyes to flash in fury. In fact, her husband had never looked more daunting. His dark, windswept hair, as if he’d rushed through the park, brushed the upturned collar of his black travelling coat that swirled around his feet at the slightest breeze. Or was that because he was trembling with rage?

However, it took her only a moment to gain the courage necessary to answer his silent invitation and to disregard the uninviting scowl on his handsome face.

Reaching out, she let him take her hand. As soon as he gently yet strongly drew her close, she felt safe. He was back, he had come to claim her, and her heart would be whole once more.

“Here now, Lindsey, the lady and I were merely—”

“The lady is my wife, and I will thank you to remember that.” Simon spoke without lifting his gaze from hers.

Without bidding Alder good day, Simon turned and started toward his waiting carriage, practically dragging Jenny along due to the length of his stride. She dared not glance back at the viscount, lest it further madden her husband.

Yes, Simon was positively rigid, and yes, she felt intimidated by his manner. However, he had returned and everything would be set to rights. Of that, she felt as certain as she knew one and one made two.

Once seated in the carriage for the short ride back to their townhouse, he remained stoically silent, watching her. She supposed a declaration of love after coming across her practically in the arms of another man was too much to hope for. Yet, her joy felt boundless.

Simon’s very presence seemed a miracle! And in all of London, he should discover her at the Serpentine was even more of a miraculous event.

“How did you find me?”

“To my good fortune, you had told your mother where you were heading, though not with whom.”

She wished his words didn’t cause an immediate blush to creep onto her face, yet she could feel it. No doubt, she looked as guilty as the mythological Pandora peeking in the cursed box.

“I thought you had no feelings for Alder,” he ground out the name. “The man who callously broke faith with you last year!”

“I don’t,” Jenny began, hardly believing they were having such a ridiculous conversation. His harsh tone was bordering on argumentative.

“That’s not what it looked like while I stood there. You were gazing up at him with a mooning expression and, dammit, he was holding both your hands. In public!”

“A mooning expression. Are you mad?”

“I am most certainly not.” His tone was like ice.

Exasperated, she raised her own voice a notch. “I haven’t seen you in months. You could have been off doing anything with anybody, and you are going to argue with me over standing with Lord Alder in plain sight?”

He folded his arms again, looking thunderous. “You are not using his first name now, I hear.”

The carriage rocked to a stop and without waiting for his assistance or the footman’s, Jenny wrenched the carriage handle up and jerked the door open. Without the folding step, she had to jump down onto the pavement.

“You are being insufferable!” she said over her shoulder, stomping up the steps to their townhouse. Binkley had the door open for her before she even lifted her hand.

Not hesitating, she walked directly past the butler and up the stairs to the room she had had to herself for such a long time. She needed a moment to calm her temper for this was not the homecoming she’d envisioned. That they were starting like this was absurd.

However, without a pause, Simon was right behind her. As she entered her chamber, he was at her back propelling her into the room in order to shut the door behind them. And lock it.

“If you thought to keep me out while you contemplated your next meeting with Michael, you may think again.”

Involuntarily, she glanced to her writing desk where she had penned a response to Alder’s invitation that had led her to the Serpentine stroll.

“Dammit!” Simon exclaimed, before slamming his fist into his open palm, making her jump.

If he thought to frighten her, however, he had failed.

“Stop it!” Jenny was half ready to weep and half infuriated.

Stripping off her gloves, she tossed them onto the bed before tugging at her hatpin and throwing her hat toward the dresser. Lastly, she unbuttoned her wool coat that normally Binkley or her maid would have handled.

Simon did the same, removing his great black overcoat. Then as if they were chivalrous knights preparing for battle, they both draped their garments over chairs and faced each other once again.

“What were you doing away so long and with whom?” Jenny asked, wishing she could keep the high thread of jealousy and uncertainty from her voice.

“I spent my time with Doctor Holtzenhelm, a squat, balding German with nose hair, whom I never once fancied tupping.”

The image deflated her suspicions at once and even brought a sideways smile to her lips. After all, if it were a sexual encounter he’d been after, he could have stayed in England and had her.

“Can you say the same?” Simon asked.

Caught off guard by the question, she didn’t respond for a moment, then hands on hips, she answered him.

“I assure you I spent absolutely no time with a short German doctor, balding or otherwise.”

“I mean, were you with someone you fancied?”

Rolling her eyes, she crossed her arms. Oddly, she had not taken Simon Devere for the jealous type since he’d forced her to go to London, buy gowns, and attend a Season by herself, all after taking her for his wife and then abandoning her.

“I have been to countless dinner parties, I’ve had men blatantly peer down my décolletage. I’ve stood around the edges of too many balls to count and watched couples dance, and I have turned down a lifetime’s worth of dance requests. And during all that, I never once wanted to experience a good tupping with any one of the many men I’ve encountered.”

He took a step forward. “Who looked down your décolletage? I’ll kill him.”

Was he even listening to her? She remembered the night Ned had humiliated her. Simon would have more to deal with once the ton knew he had returned. Rumors of his mental capacity were still dancing across the tongues of many.

“Honestly, that is not important. Shall we start over? Let me but change into a lighter weight gown and we’ll have tea. I’ll come down to the drawing room.”

Needing to get out of the damnably heavy wool dress, Jenny was also desperate to get off her feet.

“I don’t want to drink blasted tea with you and I won’t be dismissed from this chamber like a servant.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


Jenny was sure her mouth formed a perfect O of surprise. “I didn’t mean—”

Simon’s actions interrupted her words as he reached her in two swift steps. “Just tell me, Jenny. Am I too late?”

Shocked by the question and even more so by the haunted look in his eyes, she shook her head in response.

“Of course not. Whatever can you mean by asking me that?”

He lifted his hands to her shoulders. “I had to go away to get help, but I fear I was gone too long. You are positively glowing with happiness after your outing with Alder. Have you given your affections to him?”

Sweet Mother Mary!

“Silly man. Alder means nothing to me. I am glowing with happiness at your return and for other reasons. There is much to tell you.”

Looking mollified by her response, he took hold of her chin between his fingertips.

“And I want to hear everything.” Lowering his mouth to hers, he spoke against her lips. “Later.”

Claiming her mouth, Simon took it tenderly at first, but their passion caught hold like a flame to a dry wick. Thrusting his tongue between her parted lips, he encircled her with his arms, resting his hands low on her hips to pull her body against his.

Relishing the feel of him, Jenny couldn’t resist pressing her full breasts against his chest and tilting her hips toward him. Grabbing his hair with both her hands, she held his head in place and let him ravish her mouth.

Quickly, it became insufficient for either of them. Drawing her to the bed, he made her sit before he bent down to remove her walking boots. Reaching up under her skirts, Simon unhooked and peeled down her stockings.

Lifting each foot for him, she let him slide the silken hose off her ankles, her skin raising in goosebumps where his fingers trailed down the skin of her thighs. When her stockings were lying on the floor, she watched as Simon removed his Hessians. In another minute, he had stripped off everything except his trousers.

Standing before her now, he undid the buttons of his fall and stepped out of his pants. He was wearing nothing underneath, and she was treated to the mouthwatering sight of her virile husband in full glory. It left her giddy with arousal. It had been so very long.

She no longer needed the tips of Aristotle’s Masterpiece to know what would happen next and how best to please him. However, there was one small piece of information he did not yet have.

“Turn over, please,” he said, his voice thick with desire.

She complied, kneeling upon the bed and giving him access to her buttons, the long line of them that had him swearing before he’d finished undoing half.

“I’m sorely tempted to destroy this gown,” Simon muttered.

“No,” she pleaded. “I like it, and it was quite costly.”

“Because of the former and not the latter, I shall persist,” he grumbled. “And also, because I do not intend to begin our reunion by simply tossing your skirts over your head though I promise you, you would thoroughly enjoy that as well.”

Blushing, she thought she might ask him to do precisely that. Next time. It sounded wicked, even for a married couple, and she wanted to experience everything with him.

As soon as Simon could open her gown wide enough he slid it off her shoulders and down her torso to pool at her hips. Without turning her, he reached around her, using his large palms to cup her breasts through the layers that remained, kissing her neck as he did.

“Zounds! I can see why someone was looking at your breasts, sweetheart. I don’t remember them being so bountiful. I have indeed been away too long.”

Jenny remained silent. He would discover her secret soon enough. And she couldn’t wait to be stretched out bare skinned before him, for her excitement seemed even swifter and stronger than usual, causing a pleasant but insistent throbbing between her legs. One only her husband could satiate.

Unlacing her corset, Simon removed it and peeled the shift from her shoulders. Turning, she lay on her back and lifted her bottom, giving him access to ease the many garments over her hips and down her legs.

Tossing these behind them onto the floor, he feasted his gaze upon her naked body, his scrutiny taking in her thighs and her stomach and her breasts. He frowned at her slightly thickened figure and luscious curves.

She saw the moment he realized her condition, for his eyes widened before his gaze flew to hers.

“You carry our child?” His voice was an incredulous and hopeful whisper.

Feeling the tears prick her eyes, Jenny could only nod, amazed to see her husband’s eyes also fill with emotion.

“Over three months along,” he said with wonder, stretching out beside her and lightly tracing a circle around the small roundness of her belly.

“How do you feel?”

Jenny was tempted to tell him the woes of her nausea, but instead, spilled out what was truly surging through her.

“I feel if you don’t touch my breasts immediately and kiss me, then slide inside me and ease the ache, I shall scream.”

The grin that spread across his face served to increase her anticipation.

“Say please, Genevieve,” he demanded, lowering his head so his lips were hovering over one rosy nipple. At the same time, his hand stroked down toward the soft hair at the apex of her thighs where the curls were already dampened with her desire.

“Please,” she murmured.

He suckled her breast and then the other one, all the while letting his fingers strum a heavenly chord where her ache was most intense. Her body raised to meet his hand, needing more.

“We’ll go easy,” he said, then nipped at her breast before licking over the tingling area, making her moan.

“Don’t you dare go easy.” Her voice was thick with desire.

“Dear wife,” he replied in a teasing tone.

“Dear husband.” She pulled him close.

As he slid inside her, she sighed in bliss.
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Unfortunately, not many moments later, they lay entangled in each other’s arms, already spent but only temporarily satisfied. Simon knew it wouldn’t be long before they were engaging in the act again, more slowly, more tenderly. She’d been right, they’d mated like wild rutting animals, and it had been glorious.

“That was precisely what I needed,” Jenny said, her eyes closed, appearing entirely worn out.

Simon chuckled. “Thank goodness I arrived in time.” Then he sobered.

“I did arrive in time, didn’t I? I could have lost you.” He stroked her soft shoulder, almost unable to believe she was there beside him. Had she any idea how frightened he’d been seeing her with another man, gazing at Alder, touching him?

Without opening her eyes, Jenny shook her head.

“No, it was I who thought I had lost you.”

“I went away to save us,” he promised. “To try to give us a normal marriage.”

Her eyes slid open, and she rolled onto her side to face him. “Did you succeed?”

Brushing a strand of her hair behind his wife’s ear, Simon considered her question.

“I believe I did. Nothing is assured, of course, but I have been successful for many nights through many dreams.”

Her plump breasts caught his eye, and he dropped his hand to caress them with the back of his knuckles, watching as her nipples puckered. Then he lowered his palm to her stomach.

“Now there is the baby to consider.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Yes. Are you pleased?”

That was putting it far too mildly.

“I am over the moon, yes.” Except for the added worry. He would hide nothing from her. “Though knowing there will be two lives beside me in bed does not ease my mind.”

He watched her eyes darken, and then she sat up.

Gazing down at him, her earnestness was etched in her sweet face.

“I ask you not to leave me again. Not to leave us!” Protectively, she covered her bare stomach with both hands.

Simon reached for her and pulled her to his chest.

“I have no intention of it.” His hand smoothed up and down her back, relishing the texture of her satiny skin.

“The ton has not been kind,” she confessed.

He had figured as much. “I don’t care what they say about me.”

Her silence alerted him that there was something more.

“Tell me.” Then it dawned on him. “Were they speaking of you?

He felt her nod. That they would attack her in his absence caused needles of anger to prickle his skin.

“Is there anything I can do?”

She shook her head. “I don’t believe so. Before you returned, I had determined to enter my confinement early. My last social event ended with my fleeing the Chantel-Weiss’s dining room and being ill in their water closet.”

He would have chuckled if she hadn’t sounded close to tears. He was only sorry he hadn’t been there to support her.

“I’m truly sorry.”

“It wasn’t only that. Cousin Ned was there, and he humiliated me in front of everyone at the table.”

The prickling he’d felt became blades of fury. How dare the man? Ned was her family!

“He told everyone how good I am with … with mathematics.” Her voice broke.

“How good you are with …” As his anger ebbed, Simon struggled not to laugh. He must be missing the insult.

“Aren’t your abilities something of which you should be exceedingly proud? I know I am.”

“It was the way he said it and how he portrayed me as such an oddity. And worse, he mentioned how I was ‘servicing’ you and others in the village, leaving it unclear at first what services I was providing.”

Now he took insult. “I’ll flay him alive.” At that moment, holding his soft, voluptuous wife in his arms, he could do it, too. He would gladly punish anyone who hurt her.

“I must confess, dearest husband, I, too, am concerned about the nighttime, now that I’m enceinte.”

The air left his lungs. Her mercurial changes of topic were entirely new. That was unbalancing him enough. Yet, her concern on behalf of their baby because of him came so unexpectedly and mirrored his own fears, he didn’t know what to say. Would she banish him from her room? Before he could even prove he was healed?

Maybe it was for the best. What if he lost control despite what Holtzenhelm had taught him?

[image: *]*

Jenny felt him hold his breath for a moment, and then he relaxed. Almost, she wished she hadn’t voiced her fears. Yet, she’d had to. She could no longer blithely put herself in danger for fear he might hurt the life she carried. What would happen later that night, she could only wonder?

As it turned out, Jenny would never have guessed her husband’s outlandish solution, for it was beyond the pale in many respects. Simon decided the admiral would remain in their room on a cot for the entire night.

“Wouldn’t a dog at the end of your bed be preferable, my lord?” Binkley intoned, his face deadpan at his important yet embarrassing position.

Jenny would rather have had a dog, too. Or her lady’s maid, but Simon reminded her of the last time he’d attacked her, and a woman might not be strong enough to stop him.

Thus, it was after they retired for the evening and had concluded another long and delicious bout of lovemaking conducted far more languidly than their earlier encounter, Simon admitted Binkley to their chamber.

Jenny was under the covers in her nightgown with a robe draped over her shoulders, sitting up to watch the proceedings. Simon padded to the door in his drawers and a dressing gown and admitted the butler, whom she assumed had been waiting in the hallway. How mortifying!

Earlier, while they’d dined, a cot had been brought in and put under the window where normally two chairs and a small table rested.

Jenny nearly laughed at the admiral’s sour expression. Simon had insisted the man be comfortable and dress for sleep, thus Binkley paraded in with a nightcap on his balding head, a full-length nightdress, and slippers that poked out from under.

“Nice cap,” Simon said as the butler got settled.

“Thank you, my lord.”

Simon climbed back into bed as Binkley turned down the oil lamps and then crawled into his cot by the light of the moon.

After a few minutes of silence during which everyone seemed to be trying to stay as quiet as possible, Jenny said, “This is the strangest night of my life.”

Simon chuckled, rolling onto his side and punching his pillow into shape.

“For me as well, my lady.” Binkley wriggled and his cot squeaked. “Good night to both of you.”

“Let us hope,” Simon muttered. “And then this peculiar arrangement can end as soon as possible.”
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When Jenny awakened the next morning, both men were still sound asleep. The realization that nothing untoward had occurred filled her with pure happiness.

Simon was on his back, snoring slightly but appearing utterly peaceful.

Glancing at their butler, she tamped down an insistent snicker that threatened to erupt at the sight. Binkley was hanging off the side of the cot, one arm and one leg draped to the floor, and his head lolled to the side. One bony shoulder was exposed where his nightgown had slipped down, and his nightcap had popped off completely.

Could she get out of bed to use the water closet and the bathroom? She would have to tiptoe across the room past the admiral. No doubt Binkley, who had been instructed not to leave until one of them arose for the day, would welcome them getting up so he could attend to his morning duties.

Slipping out of bed, Jenny made it out of the room with both men still sleeping. Perhaps a dog would be more useful.
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Chapter Thirty


Simon found his lovely wife in the dining room sipping tea and munching on a slice of toast. He had never felt more grateful in his life.

Grinning at her as she looked up from the newspaper, he came to a halt and opened his arms to her. Her face broke into a broad smile, and she rose and ran to him.

After holding her close, he leaned back to look down into her lovely face.

“You seemed to sleep quite peacefully,” she said.

He nodded, his throat closed with emotion. Coughing slightly, he said, “I did.”

“Did you have a bad dream?” Her eyes were wide with concern.

“I did.” Regardless, he couldn’t stop his smile from reappearing.

She frowned. “Then why are you grinning like the village idiot?”

“Because I knew it for what it was, and I didn’t let it provoke me to violence.”

Shaking her head with wonder, Jenny reached up and touched his cheek.

“The time apart was worth it for this, for the rest of our lives.”

“I think so.” Should he explain about the guilt that had been gnawing at him, causing the violent beast that came out in his dreams? He thought not.

“Sit down, wife. Let me wait on you. Would you like more tea?”

The sound of her laughter was like the biblical milk and honey, nourishing his soul. She sat and patted the chair next to her.

“Are you waiting on me because poor Binkley is sleeping still?”

Helping himself to a plate of hot breakfast from the sideboard, Simon took the proffered seat beside her.

“I roused him with a swift kick to his side. He is rather like a hound, after all.”

She giggled softly. “No, he is a dear to put up with us. But your idea was quite brilliant. I did feel more at ease having him there.”

“And there he shall remain, at least for a little while.”

Her nodding acquiescence heartened him. They would make this work.

“Is that all you’re eating? Don’t you need to start eating for two?”

“Gracious, no,” she said. “If I did, I would be as large as a horse by the time our child came along.”

“So, an autumn boy.” He imagined a son with Jenny’s chestnut-colored hair and soft brown eyes.

“Or girl,” she reminded him.

Yes, a daughter with his wife’s intelligence and beauty. Good lord, he’d have to battle the young bucks off with a stick. At the moment, however, it was simply the two of them, and he could ask for nothing more.

“Shall we start fighting over the name now?” he teased her.

Jenny laughed again, and Simon was delighted with how her eyes sparkled at him.

“Why don’t we simply pretend we’ve had the fight and I’ve already won?”

“That sounds like a good idea.” She was level-headed and practical, and he could trust Jenny wouldn’t name their baby anything outrageous, like Napoleon or Gertha.

Before Simon had finished his eggs and bacon, Binkley entered, looking as if he’d slathered on an extra layer of reserve after the indignities of the night.

“Lord Cambrey to see you, my lord,” he said stiffly, eyes straight ahead. “Shall I request he wait in the library?”

“No, show him in.”

Wiping his mouth with his serviette, he glanced at Jenny.

“There are no secrets between us, and nothing I discuss with Cam that can’t be shared with you.”

She seemed to flush with happiness.

Suddenly he wondered, “Have you shared our news with him?”

She shook her head, eyes wide. “Of course I wouldn’t, not before telling you.”

“Telling him what?” Cambrey asked, entering swiftly and with great familiarity, tapped his thigh in greeting before pulling out a chair and lounging at their table.

“Do sit,” Simon said.

With equal sarcasm, Cambrey held his hands up. “No matter how many times you offer, no, I say no. I don’t need any nourishment. Don’t push that delicious smelling food on me.”

Jenny chuckled. “It’s good to see you, Lord Cambrey. Please, help yourself to anything at our sideboard. It’s a serve-yourself morning. But I will pour you some tea.”

“I will say yes to tea, and no to the rest. I ate before I arrived. I’m here to discuss politics.”

“Maybe I should leave you gentlemen alone,” Jenny said.

Simon shook his head. “I welcome your company, wife. In fact, I don’t think I can stand for you to leave the room.”

Cambrey laughed at this open declaration. “Indeed, Lady Lindsey, don’t leave on my account. I won’t be long and the topic affects women and children as much as anyone.”

Simon felt Jenny startle beside him. Should he tell his friend about his heir now, or would that embarrass her? He decided to remain silent until she was ready to speak. But he was well-aware to what Cam was referring.

“Ah, yes,” Simon said. “Lord Ashley’s bill.”

“Indeed. Ashley is still pushing hard for his Factory Act, and I, for one, support it. I hope you will, too.” Cam leaned forward in his chair.

“Of course,” Simon agreed. “It’s about bloody time.”

Jenny set her teacup down. “It will pass this time, I hope. It is only right and just and humane. How can anyone be expected to work longer than ten hours a day? That should include the men, though. After a hard day’s work, these women need their husbands at home, and the children need their fathers.”

Cam smiled. “We should ask your countess to come speak before the ministers.”

The two men laughed, but Jenny was adamant. “No, thank you. I think I’ve stepped outside my role quite enough.”

“Have you given up bookkeeping then?”

Simon’s ears perked up at his friend’s question, awaiting her response. Obviously, as Lady Lindsey, she now had no need of working for the Belton townsfolk.

Glancing at him with her unassuming way, she sent him a questioning look.

He reached over and took her hand. “I had rather hoped you would continue to oversee our family ledgers.”

She smiled. “I would love to do that, my lord.”

“Well, then, now that’s settled, I will be off.” Cam rose to his feet. “I only wanted to make sure you were going to put in an appearance tomorrow, and I thought I might have to browbeat you into voting yea.”

Having attended Parliament many times but only in the visitor’s gallery, Simon had often watched his father conduct the business of the nation. This would be his first time taking the Lindsey seat.

“When our queen opens the proceedings, I assure you, I’ll be there,” he promised. “However, I doubt they’ll push for a vote immediately. I’m sure a majority aren’t in Town yet.”

“True enough, but Ashley will try to use it to his advantage. He’s spent the better part of Christmas and the past month visiting every member of the House he can. He would as soon have a vote tomorrow when he’s nearly certain of a win.”’

Cam was at the door when it suddenly opened and Maggie stepped into the room.

“Oh,” she stopped in her tracks at seeing Lord Cambrey in her path. Her cheeks blushed a pretty rose color.

“Miss Margaret,” Cam said at once with a shallow bow.

“Lord Cambrey,” she returned with a deeper curtsy. “Have you just arrived? Are you joining us for breakfast?”

“No, my lady, I was on my way out.”

“Very well,” Maggie said, and strode past him to the sideboard to help herself, keeping her back firmly to him.

“I’ll see you out,” Simon offered. He was glad for a moment alone to ask his friend if there was anything else he should know about either Alder or Darrow’s actions.

“Good day, Lady Lindsey,” Cambrey said, bowing to Jenny and offering her most of his usual cheery smile, which she returned. Glancing toward Maggie, he added, “And to you, Miss Margaret.”

Simon noted his wife’s sister received only a cursory nod from Cam, which she might have returned had she seen it, but she was staring at the choices of cold meat.

She did, however, answer. “Good day to you, Lord Cambrey.”
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Jenny watched her husband leave the room, oblivious to any possible undercurrents of emotions since he had not been in Town when she thought she was witnessing a burgeoning romance.

Knowing her flirtatious sister, the whole interaction surprised her.

“I would have expected you to invite Lord Cambrey to eat with us and not take no for an answer.”

However, she recalled Cambrey’s neutral voice when speaking to Maggie, lacking all the warmth it had held in the previous few minutes of discussion.

Perhaps she had got it wrong, Jenny surmised. It had been weeks since she’d been to a Season’s event, and had not heard her sister mention dancing with Cambrey in all that time.

Maggie took a seat across from her with her plate piled high and a slight air of relief. Jenny wouldn’t have been surprised if her sister had said, “Thank goodness he’s gone.”

That message was in every fiber of her being as she visibly relaxed.

“What has happened?” Jenny asked, resuming her seat and pouring more tea.

“About what?” Maggie asked innocently.

“With you and Lord Cambrey, of course.”

“I have no idea to what you’re referring. What about me and Lord Cambrey?” Now her sister was staring at her blankly, leaving Jenny feeling like a gossiping fool.

Jenny frowned. Had she created an association between them entirely in her own head?

“I thought … that is, don’t you enjoy his company?”

Maggie shrugged and put jam on her toast. “He is nice enough, I suppose. Yet he is certainly no Lord Westing.”

“I see.” Cambrey had been pushed aside for the more dashing marquess.

“There is nothing to see, really, Jen. I am meeting many gentlemen I like this Season. There is no reason to set my cap for any single one of them now.”

Her sister was sounding far too pragmatic for her own good. Jenny laughed.

“Now what is it?” Maggie asked.

“I just realized I was fretting over you sounding practical, when you are saying exactly what I would wish you to say.”

She would leave her sister to her own thoughts and let her find her way. No doubt, Maggie would decide on someone before the fall, and if she didn’t, that would be fine, too.
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“I can’t believe you’re leaving before the Season’s end.” Maggie had a perplexed look upon her face as she spoke. Perhaps she hadn’t noticed that only she was enjoying the events, along with their mother. Simon had been back for two months, and Jenny was showing enough that she truly should remain confined.

“I want to take long walks, and I can’t do that here,” Jenny explained.

“Most women only want to lie abed,” Eleanor complained, not wanting her sister to leave either.

“Or perhaps they are given no choice,” Jenny replied. “Besides, what difference does it make if I’m locked away here or back at Belton?”

Both her sister’s faces fell, looking quite sorrowful indeed.

Maggie reached out and touched her arm. “It does make a difference. We love you, and your presence is always welcome, even if you are back here at home waiting to hear the details of what’s happening with Lady Pomley or Lord Twiggins.” Her eyes welled up. “However, I completely understand that is selfish of me. You should do what’s best for you. If you feel the need for country air and walks in the field, then that’s what you should have.”

“Thank you.” Jenny did appreciate her support, for it was exceedingly difficult to leave her family in London. Yet that was exactly what she, along with Simon, intended to do.

Eleanor sighed. “I suppose we must get used to being without you, in any case. When we get back to Sheffield, we’ll be in our house and you’ll be far away in your manor.”

“You know you can visit anytime,” Jenny assured her. “Besides, it’s only a mile from door to door.” They all laughed at Eleanor’s melodramatic statement.

With Simon taking hold of her arm, Jenny didn’t mind one more event of the Season. A more intimate affair than a coming-out ball, this dinner and dance would have only about sixty people, all friends of the hosts. Some, like she and Simon, were married, some were being paired up by the hostess who had been charged with a little matchmaking by the debutante’s parents. Maggie would be there, too.

As the host and hostess were good friends of his father’s, Simon wanted to attend and take his place in society as the new Earl of Lindsey. Moreover, before returning to Sheffield, he wanted to put to bed any lingering doubts about his competence.

“You are easily the most beautiful woman here,” Simon whispered in her ear as they entered the magnificent dining hall, already festive and noisy as people searched for their place cards with the assistance of maids and manservants.

“I am easily the plumpest woman here. Henrietta has had to let this dress out to its utmost.” Still, she smiled at her husband, so dapper in black and gray.

Once seated, the host called for quiet and introduced himself and his wife at the other end of the table. The guests were charged with enjoying themselves and “to not bore the others.”

Everyone laughed. Jenny was relieved that at this affair, she had been allowed to sit beside Simon and not separated as was common at most events. The married couples were there simply to fill in and provide stability while the unmarried guests were paired up according to some whim of their hostess as to their suitability. Maggie was across from her, seated next to a young man whom Jenny had never seen before.

Picking up her lemonade, which Jenny found kept any queasiness at bay, though that rarely occurred anymore, she took a sip, glancing as she did down the long table. Among the thirty or more couples, her eyes registered Lord Cambrey, who was already deep in conversation with a fair-haired young woman.

She had been wrong on all counts. Cambrey didn’t look to be upset or pining for her sister. Glancing across at Maggie, she seemed completely entranced by her partner for the evening.

More’s the pity, Jenny thought. They’d seemed a likely match.

Her eyes travelled farther and—Neddy! Staring rudely at her. For a moment, her heartbeat seemed to trot with anxiousness. What malice might her cousin get up to this evening? Then Simon laughed at something his neighbor said. At the same time, she felt his warm hand crawl into her lap and rest on her inner thigh. Her pulse sped up in a delightful way.

Her anxiety dissipated instantly. Ned didn’t dare speak to her, not with her husband beside her.

As it turned out, her cousin was not bright enough to realize he shouldn’t dare. When dinner was finished and the musicians were warming up, Simon left her side briefly to speak with their host in the gentleman’s drawing room. Ned must have been awaiting his chance. For no sooner had Simon disappeared between a lady in a gorgeous blue dress and a man in an absurd green suit, than her cousin appeared in front of her.

“Lady Lindsey,” he said.

“Ned,” she returned, not even bothering for polite formality.

He blanched at her insolence, but Jenny found she didn’t care in the least. Something about creating a baby made her less disposed to give a fig about incidental things such as her cousin.

“Your husband has returned.”

“How very observant of you.”

Ned’s expression was dour. “I wanted to offer my belated congratulations on your marriage.”

“Really?” She paused, for certainly there was something more.

“Yes, I can’t blame you for going after the earl in any way you could,” he glanced at her stomach, whose blossoming size could no longer be hidden by the folds of her gown.

That Ned even made mention of her condition, however obliquely, was beyond the pale, but she refused to get worked up. Jenny decided simply to walk away for, clearly, he was going to hurl more insults to soothe his own pride.

Attempting to pass him, she felt his fingers curl around her upper arm.

“Manners of a countess dictate you don’t walk away in a huff. We are family, after all.”

She tried to yank free of his grasp, but he held fast.

“You forgot we were family when you tried to humiliate me and embarrass my husband at the Chantel-Weiss’s gathering.”

“A word of advice,” Ned said, ignoring her remark at the same time as he stroked his thumb up and down her arm, making her skin quiver with revulsion. “Don’t let anger at ending up with Lord Despair cause you to grab any offer for a few minutes of happiness. For instance, one hears that Lady L was seen at the Serpentine with Lord A.”

Struggling to free herself, she brought her heel down on his boot.

“Oof,” Ned expelled a sound of pain but only gripped her harder. “You should comport yourself with a little more dignity.”

“As should you! You have a sister to think of. Your actions might reflect badly on her chances when she comes out. Unhand me.”

“The lady asked you to unhand her,” came Simon’s voice. “Yet you have not instantly obeyed her. How dangerously stupid of you!”
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Chapter Thirty-One


With great haste, Ned dropped his hand from her arm.

Simon stepped close to her cousin, chest-to-chest, though her husband was a good four inches taller. She watched Ned crane his neck to try to look Simon in the eyes and swallow nervously at facing the earl.

“What I cannot understand, Darrow,” Simon continued, his voice low, “is why you were touching my wife in the first place. I should call you out at dawn to settle this.”

Jenny felt a rush of fear. She had no doubt Simon was the better shot and swordsmen, but accidents happened every year. She had no desire to become a widow.

Ned’s face went white. “That’s illegal, Lindsey, and you know it.”

Simon tut-tutted. “Hiding behind a technicality? I could spread your cowardice around and you’d be laughed out of every club in London by midnight.”

Ned looked to her for assistance, and she couldn’t help rolling her eyes at his suddenly childish appearance. Still, she had no desire for blood to be shed, not over such ridiculous behavior. Better to use the opportunity to teach the man a lesson.

“Does my husband appear to be impaired, mentally or otherwise?”

Ned swallowed again, his nervous glance going between Simon and Jenny.

“No, no, of course not.”

Jenny placed her hand through Simon’s arm, tugging him back slightly and holding her to him. She felt his muscular body relax.

“Then I suggest instead of spreading rumors, you consider how your connection to the house of Devere might help both you and Maisie. As I said before, your actions might harm your sister’s chances during her first Season. However, they also may help, as will the Darrows’ new association with the Lindseys. Think on it. Instead of facing certain death at dawn, why don’t you consider spreading the story of the return of your brave, intelligent, new cousin-in-law?”

Simon practically snorted, doubting such a truce could happen. Yet Ned looked thoughtful. After all, he had nothing to gain by his animosity and everything to lose.

There was a brief pause.

“Obviously, my dear cousin is absolutely correct. Lord Lindsey, my apologies for any perceived rudeness on my part. I wish you and your countess only the best.”

With a deep bow, he disappeared.

Simon looked at her, his eyes wide, a small frown, even his mouth slightly open. “How in the hell did you do that?”

Jenny smiled at him. “I merely appealed to his practical side.”

“I vow, wife, you should go to Parliament, not I, for you are a natural diplomat.”

“Truthfully, I want to go home to Belton.”

“And so we shall. First, however, I’m going to dance with my countess and show her off to everyone.”
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It was obvious from their first night home things were going to be different.

Before anything else, the staff informed them of Lady Devere’s departure to France along with Peter and Alice. Jenny experienced a pang of sadness. Even though the widow had not been any company at all, the children were lively and good fun. With more time together, she knew her fondness for them would have grown into love.

“I hope she will return to visit and bring the children,” Jenny declared, looking quite morose.

“I hope she didn’t take the silver and family jewels,” Simon muttered, and then he went about trying to take his wife’s mind off of their absence.

With the house empty, there was no one to mind when they retired early. Except Binkley, who was facing another night on his cot in case the new environment caused any relapse for his lordship.

Simon could see Jenny was exhausted by their voyage from London, and with great restraint, kept his hands off his wife, even when she tried to tempt him. Enfolding her in his arms, he dozed off almost immediately … and awakened in his cell.

At first, he wanted to howl with the unfairness of his life. He had met the perfect woman and fallen in love. How in blue blazes had he ended up recaptured and back in Burma?

Pushing against the floor to bring himself to standing, he felt the soft dirt give beneath his palms. Pliable dirt. That wasn’t right. He knew it should be hard as rock. He stood anyway, and quickly, for the longer he lay on the ground, the more chance the rats would begin to bite him. Except there weren’t any.

Simon nearly laughed with relief. There were no vermin of any kind. The cell was as clean as any room at Belton. This wasn’t real. He knew the imaginary Toby was somewhere in the dream, too, and that sobered him. However, he’d had the nightmare so many times, he knew when to avert his eyes to avoid seeing him at all. And then the jailer came, rattling his keys.

It’s not my fault Toby died, nor can I help him now. There is no reason to try to kill the jailor.

And with that realization, Simon awakened, still lying close to his gently snoring wife, her back pressed against his arm.

Feeling blessed, he closed his eyes and drifted back into peaceful sleep.
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As they undressed for bed the following night, Simon nuzzled her neck before declaring, “You can start decorating the nursery as soon as you like.”

Jenny bit her lip at his words. “That’s bad luck, isn’t it? Besides, we haven’t picked out a room. Where will the nursery be?”

Taking her hands in his, he pulled her against him.

“Your old bedroom will be the nursery, with the child as close to us as a thin door, because you will no longer be needing it.”

She couldn’t contain the smile that erupted on her face, and his next words only made it widen.

“I’m hoping, dear wife, that we can dispense with Binkley at our feet. Shall we do so tonight?” He cradled her face in his hands.

Not hesitating a moment, Jenny nodded. “Yes, absolutely, I think we should.”

They sealed their new arrangement with a kiss, after which he gestured toward the windows where the butler’s cot was conspicuously absent. She clapped her hands in delight.

“It will be especially welcome not to have to constrain our lovemaking to merely once before we sleep,” Simon said as he finished unbuttoning her dress and slid it from her shoulders, then he turned her in his arms.

“Sometimes, I awaken in the night and long to sink into you, only to realize Binkley is snoring in the corner of the room.”

Jenny giggled, causing him to reach down and grab her buttocks with both hands, squeezing and kneading them with strong fingers.

“I can’t pull you against me tightly anymore,” he realized.

Jenny sighed softly. “My belly is becoming an impediment.”

“Nonsense, it simply means we have to become more creative in our endeavors. Right now, we need to remove our clothing and quickly. I must have better access to that luscious body of yours.”

She felt herself blush from head to toe but acquiesced, allowing him to remove her undergarments as hastily as possible. At this stage of her pregnancy, she was finding herself particularly heated and throbbing in all the right places.

Why, Simon barely had to look at her and she felt dampness between her thighs. Was that normal? Normal or not, her appetite for her husband was nearly insatiable. Jenny thanked her lucky stars Simon had been strong enough to leave her and get treatment. She was even more thankful he’d returned when he had.

“Why are you grinning like that?” he asked, pulling her onto the bed and immediately lowering his mouth to her ripe rosy nipple, not waiting for a reply.

“No more Binkley,” she murmured, arching to meet his wicked tongue and teeth.

Raising his head, he looked at her.

“Your lips are parted like a wanton, your hair is flowing around you, you are stark naked, your body round and bountiful, and your eyes are glazed with passion. That is to say, you are a goddess, exactly how I want you. Yet you are thinking of Binkley?”

She laughed, unable to help her throaty tone, laced with desire.

“No, husband. I am not thinking of Binkley. For God’s sake, touch me again. Touch me everywhere. But especially here.”

She brushed the moisture-laden curls below her blossoming stomach. “Please,” she added.

“With pleasure.” Simon took her nipple into his mouth again while his hand displaced hers to stroke her already-swollen flesh.

Moaning, she closed her eyes, unable to think. She would spend fast and then do so again after he penetrated her, sometimes even more than twice. As he gently flicked her sensitive nub precisely where she pulsed the hardest, Jenny felt as if a dam burst within her.

“Yes,” she cried, grasping at the sheets while her hips rose from the bed. “Yesss.”

Her climax caused every muscle in her body to coil and then release. When her body seemed to melt back onto the coverlet, she let out a satisfied sound.

“I needed that.”

“I hope you are not yet satisfied,” Simon said, his tone a little gruff, “for I am rather in need myself.”

Rolling to her side as she’d learned was most comfortable, she pressed back against Simon until he eased his yard into her heated passage.

“Are you comfortable?” he asked, still moving gently.

“I’m not complaining,” she said. “Not to sound too pragmatic, but any way we can accomplish this is fine.”

That caused him to chuckle and nearly unseat himself.

“You are priceless.” Kissing her neck, he set to bringing them both to release.
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“Someone has taken up residence at the hall,” Jenny exclaimed after bursting into the library where her dear husband sat working.

She had just returned from one of the rare walks on which Simon hadn’t accompanied her, as Cam had sent papers from London with Parliamentary business. Simon would be leaving again shortly to listen to debates and to vote. She wasn’t thrilled at the prospect but accepted it was her husband’s duty. After all, this time next year, they would both remain in London for the duration of the Parliamentary session, and she counted her blessings he’d left London for her sake and that of their unborn child.

Standing quickly at her entrance, Simon scattered papers across the table.

“Don’t rush about like that,” he ordered. “Did you run all the way back here and dash up the stairs?”

“Perhaps,” she allowed, taking a seat demurely on the sofa where she’d once read books to Maude’s children. She missed them still. Soon, however, she would have her own child to whom she could read.

“Why are you smiling?” Simon asked, coming to sit beside her. “Is it because of the hall’s occupant?”

“Oh, the hall! I’d already forgotten.”

“Dear wife,” Simon said, clasping her chin and making her look at him. “I must say that is happening more and more. The larger your stomach, I fear the smaller your brain.” Then he laughed until she wrenched her chin free. And still he laughed, reclining on the sofa and closing his eyes as he did.

“It’s not funny,” she said, feeling quite annoyed with him. She knew her faculties weren’t quite as sharp as prior to becoming in the family way, but he needn’t rub it in as if she were no more than a brainless sheep.

He wiped at his eyes. “It is, though. I’m sorry to have been blunt, but you came in here all excited about Jonling Hall and then two seconds later you were sitting there with a faraway empty look upon your sweet face, all thoughts of it forgotten.

“Humph!” She crossed her arms and rested them on her bulging stomach. “I was only thinking of sitting in this library reading to our own children someday.”

That sobered him.

“I cannot wait to see it. You will be a splendid mother. Speaking of which, we should find the best accoucheur in all of England and get him here at once.”

“Him? What if I find a midwife? In fact, I know of one already. She is the wife of the baker whose accounts I used to balance.”

“A baker’s wife to deliver my child?”

She nearly laughed at her husband’s shocked expression.

“I much prefer the notion of Emily to some strange man. Only think how awkward that will be, especially with you threatening him with bodily harm every time he so much as looks at me. Besides, Emily has had seven of her own children.”

He appeared mollified but still asked, “And who delivered her seven, that’s what I want to know?”

“As far as I know, she did it with no more help than that of her husband. Perhaps you would like to assist me?”

Simon glanced away. “I think Emily will do fine. Now tell me who moved in to the hall.”

She couldn’t contain her laughter at herself. “Well, I don’t know. There was a carriage in the drive and smoke coming from the main chimney. I came straight home to tell you.”

A frown appeared on her husband’s handsome brow. “I think I will send word first, welcoming our new neighbor and inviting him—”

“Or her,” Jenny reminded him.

“Or her to the manor for a light luncheon. We can hardly show up on their doorstep.”

“No, you’re right, of course.” She still felt the mortification of that moment with Ned. “Yet it wouldn’t be entirely out of line to leave a calling card and expect an immediate response, since it was your family’s residence.”

“True, but I’d rather have this stranger come here than blindly enter that house without any reconnaissance.”

“You sound like a soldier.”

He shrugged.

“Well, all right then,” Jenny agreed. “Send Binkley with the invitation at once. I’m extremely curious.”

He gave her such a loving smile, he took her breath away.

“Yes, wife. I will. Immediately at your command. And may I say you sound like a general?”

As it was, they didn’t even have to wait a day to hear back, for an hour after Binkley delivered the message to the hall, a message came back inviting them to dine the next evening.

“Let me see it,” Jenny begged, reaching for the missive Simon held.

He let her snatch it from him excitedly.

“A man’s handwriting, to be sure,” she surmised. “Not too fussy, rather willy-nilly, in fact. Still, quite legible. And signed as J. Turner.”

Simon poured himself a drink.

“A very solid surname,” Jenny said.

Her husband shrugged. “It means nothing to me.”

“I guess we shall have to wait until tomorrow.” Sometimes being patient was not easy, but Jenny had weathered the worst of impatience while in London waiting for Simon. She could certainly handle a few hours until she met this mysterious stranger.

“I wonder if we should refuse?”

Simon’s words were like a bucket of cold water poured over her head. Like a child, she experienced the disappointment of a potential outing dashed unexpectedly.

“I know you’d rather this Mr. Turner came here, but I’m sure he can mean us no harm if he’s invited us to dine with him.”

“Yet a bit high-handed of this stranger to refuse our invitation in lieu of his own.”

“Simon, please, may we go?”

He smiled at her and she knew they would.

“You have only to ask anything of me, dear wife, and you know I will grant it.”

“That is why we suit so well together.” And she dissolved into laughter at his expression of surrender.
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Chapter Thirty-Two


Simon knew Jenny was excited to finally set foot inside Jonling Hall. For his part, though, it brought back crystal-clear memories of Toby and the many times they’d laughed and dined together. He had been like a brother, and for his sake, Simon had gone to Burma, not willing to let his cousin face the dangers alone. Look how that had turned out!

Shaking off the cobwebs of sadness, Simon helped Jenny down from their carriage, his tilbury suited perfectly for two. With her hand on his arm, they approached the front door. Clearly the servant had been told to watch for them, for it opened before they reached it.

Simon wished he didn’t feel the prickle of unease, bringing his pregnant wife into this once-joyful place while facing down the unknown.

A friendly maid, not a serious butler, greeted them at the door. A sign this Turner, as Simon suspected, was not of the nobility.

“Good evening, my lord,” she said curtsying to Simon, “and to you my lady.” The maid dropped low for Jenny. “My master wishes you to attend him in the sitting room.”

Simon found it hard to swallow past the lump in his throat. How terribly odd to have this strange young lady leading him through the house he knew as well as his own. Moreover, with a jolt of recognition, he realized Maude had left the furnishings. There was the mirror he’d seen Toby check his hair in the last time they’d left for dinner with Simon’s father.

And here, as they entered the parlor, was the chair Simon had sprawled on while Toby told him a joke about two horses racing. He’d laughed until his eyes had watered, the way Jenny made him laugh now. Thank God he had Jenny.

Squeezing her hand, more to reassure himself than her, Simon stood in the center of the room as the maid left.

“We should sit,” Jenny said.

Simon didn’t move. His eyes were fixed on a landscape painting above the fire.

“It’s all exactly as it ever was, before Toby’s death, from even before Maude came.”

Feeling her touch his shoulder gently, he looked down at her, but she was looking toward the door. Turning, Simon realized with a start their host had entered, quietly and without his having noticed.

“You!” Simon exclaimed.

The man came forward, his hands clasped behind his back, and Simon nearly pushed Jenny behind him to protect her.

“I am glad you accepted my invitation, Lord Lindsey,” the man greeted with a deep bow. “And your lovely countess, I presume.” He bowed to her as well.

“What is the meaning of this?” Simon demanded.

“I don’t understand.” Jenny turned to him with concern. “Simon, what’s wrong?”

“This is the gambler I met at Crocky’s,” he told her, keeping his eyes on the man’s face. “The one who has been playing for my uncle.”

“Really!” She turned to the man openly assessing him. He loved her even more for her reaction. Neither fear, nor hysterics.

“It’s true, my lady. However, there is more to the story, which is why I bought this house.”

“Do tell.” Simon didn’t like games.

“I mean you and your wife no harm. And now we are neighbors. Will you dine with me?”

Simon nearly dismissed the notion out of hand. However, the man’s manners were impeccable so far, and there was no overt threat from him despite the somewhat unsavoriness of his profession and the secretive way he had obtained Jonling Hall.

It was Jenny’s quick acquiescing glance, however, that convinced him.

“Very well, Mr. Turner, formerly Mr. Carlyle. We shall dine.”

In short order, they were seated at one end of the dining table with Jenny and Simon facing each other and their host at the head.

When they’d each been served a glass of wine and had hare soup in front of them, Simon could wait no longer.

“I do not wish to be rude, but why the subterfuge, why the various aliases? Are you Turner or Carlyle, for I don’t like dining with strangers or liars.”

Their host nodded. “I am a Turner. Carlyle is my middle name.”

“Will you tell us the mystery of how you came to be here?” Jenny’s voice and question were far less assertive than his own, as befitted a well-mannered countess.

Hoping if he were honest, Turner would follow, Simon added, “In truth, you looked familiar to me in London though I do not believe we’ve ever met. Am I wrong?”

“I believe you are seeing a familial resemblance. I am your cousin, the eldest son of James Devere.”

Simon felt as if he’d known it all along. Still, the notion this man was Toby’s half-brother, now living in his house, struck Simon a blow. Tamping down the instinct to deny the man’s words or to feel angry toward him for being alive while Toby was dead, Simon asked the only question he could.

“Did Tobias know about you?”

“No.”

“J. Turner,” Jenny said. “Are you James, as well.”

“Jameson,” he said quietly. “My mother is a Turner, and the only way to give some recognition of my sire was for her to name me such.”

Simon was still considering what Toby would have thought of having a bastard brother.

“I believe Tobias would have been happy to know you, or at least of you.”

“Do you think?” their host asked. “I often wondered. I asked my father to let me meet my half-brother, but he denied me.”

“Perhaps to spare Tobias’s mother any embarrassment?” Simon considered, as they were acknowledging without saying the man was illegitimate.

“Perhaps. He was happy enough to use me for his gambling, and I tried to help him by keeping Crocky happy. You may not believe it, but the amount the Devere estates paid combined with the amount I won at the tables was about what my father owed.”

“I see. And my father was aware of this?”

“I don’t know. I know Tobias was instructed by your father to send those revenues to help out his brother.”

“It seems everyone knew about this debt but me,” Simon said, trying not to sound sour.

“You were not the Earl of Lindsey at the time, and Tobias only knew he was obeying the earl and helping out his father at the same time.”

“What will your father do now?” Jenny asked, having stayed quiet.

Simon watched as this stranger turned to Jenny, and something in his profile looked so like Toby, it softened him toward Jameson Turner.

“My father will continue in the impoverished state he is in, I suppose, but at least the possibility of one of Crocky’s men seeking him out and breaking his legs, or worse, has been removed. Thanks to you, Countess.”

Jenny blushed prettily.

Simon steered the conversation back to the questions he still had. “You must have already contacted my uncle before I did, for he never even sent a return letter when I informed him of the cessation of his gambling funds.”

“I did. Better I should bear the brunt of his annoyance than you.”

Hmm. Considering where he now sat and with whom he dined, Simon wondered if he had a spy in his midst and to whom Jameson owed his allegiance.

“What about this house? I understand you bought it directly after my father died, right out from under Tobias.”

“No,” Jameson shook his head. “Not out from under him but to save it for him. Unfortunately, my half-brother had poured all his assets into helping our father, who is, I’m sorry to say, a bottomless drain. Money slips through his fingers like water.”

“Yes, I have seen his residence at South Wingfield. The scarcity of funds is obvious.”

Jameson nodded. “I heard my father suggested Lady Devere sell the hall while her husband was away. No doubt, he hoped she would give him the money from the sale.”

“How would you have heard that, living in London?” Grudgingly, Simon was warming to the fellow.

“I have kept my eyes and ears upon my younger brother always, especially after our father got him involved in the matter with Mr. Keeble. Though sanctioned by the earl, I didn’t think it a good idea, knowing my father as I do. Despite what you think, I tried to contain the situation as best I could. In any case, I would have helped Tobias out when he returned.”

He took a sip of wine and then added, “I am saddened he did not, for I had intended to go against my father’s wishes and make myself known to my brother. In any case, I could save his house for him by buying it. At least it is still in the family.”

“Lady Devere did have some money and was in contact with you,” Simon surmised.

“Yes. I made sure she kept it all, for it was her fervent wish to return to France. I advised her to put the rest aside for her children.”

“Why, that was quite generous of you,” Jenny said. “I am sure it has not been easy to—”

However, as she broke off with a gasp and a strange look came upon her face, they would never hear what she was sure of.

Pushing back his chair, Simon was on his feet and around the table in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

“I … I’m not sure. I felt—oh, there it is again.” She placed her hands over her stomach.

His entire world narrowed down to one woman whose face looked pale and pinched.

“Are you in pain? Right now?”

She said neither yes or no. “I think I want to go home.” Her words were a whisper.

Looking to his host, who was standing now, his hands gripping the back of his chair, Simon said, “We came in a tilbury.”

The man’s brow rose, and he headed for the door. “I’ll get my carriage brought around front at once. It’s a berlin, quite comfortable.”

Just like Toby in his manner, Simon thought, as he pulled his wife’s chair out. “Can you stand?”

“Yes, it’s gone off a bit now. But, Simon,” she began and clenched the hand he held out to her. “It’s far too soon.”

“I know, my love. I’ll send for the baker’s wife anyway. Don’t worry.”
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True to his word, nearly as soon as Jenny was settled into their bed at home, Emily entered. Simon, who was sitting on the side of the bed having carried her from Jameson’s carriage up the front steps and up the main staircase, was still breathing hard and looking rather fierce, no doubt with worry.

He jumped up at the midwife’s arrival.

Immediately, the woman brought a calming presence with her as she approached Jenny’s side and took her hand.

“What’s happening here, young lady? Are you causing a fuss and worrying the earl?” Her tone was warm and caring. Then she glanced at Simon, taking in his demeanor. “My lord, would you mind removing yourself to the chair over there?”

At her husband’s querying look, Jenny nodded, smiling as he stroked her forehead before taking the seat by the window.

“I felt a strange sensation I hadn’t felt before.”

The woman nodded. “May I touch you?”

“Yes, of course,” Jenny said.

“Was it here?” she asked, resting a hand on Jenny’s gown over her rounded belly. “Did it feel as if your stomach tightened and hardened?”

“Yes, exactly.” Relieved Emily knew exactly what had happened, she nearly cried.

“Is she all right?” Simon asked, before Jenny could say more.

“I believe so,” the midwife said. “This is not the start of labor. It’s only false contractions that make your body ready for the real event. It can certainly be frightening at first. But it wasn’t painful, was it?”

Jenny considered. “No, I don’t think it truly hurt. It was uncomfortable and frightening. I was about to enjoy my soup,” she added, realizing she was hungry. “And I’m sure I smelled roast woodcocks for our supper.”

Hearing Simon laugh, she looked at him.

“I’m sorry to have spoiled our dinner with Mr. Turner. He seems like a nice man. Perhaps you should head back there and finish the meal.”

“I’m not leaving you. That’s final.” Then he ordered the maid waiting patiently in the corner to go get some soup for her mistress.

“And bread,” Jenny added. “And if we have some cold chicken, that would be lovely. But bring the soup first please. I’m famished.”
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“I, for one, am pleased to have him as our neighbor,” Jenny told him later that night when they were in bed. Yawning broadly, she closed her eyes.

“I’ll reserve judgment for now,” Simon told her, cradling her close with her back against his chest.

“Did you remember to send word that everything was fine?”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “I did. Stop worrying about a thing. Sleep well, my love.”

In a few moments, holding his warm, relaxed wife, Simon felt the tug of sleep draw him down. It seemed as if almost instantly, Simon awakened in his cell in Burma. Instead of feeling an ounce of dread, however, he closed his eyes once more and said, “Enough.”

When he opened them again, he was home.
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Epilogue


“You were right,” Simon told her.

“Say that again, my lord.”

“Why? Can’t you hear me over the squalling baby?”

Jenny grinned. “Your son is lusty with life, not squalling. And I can hear you perfectly. I just want you to say it again.”

“You. Were. Right.”

“I accept your statement, but about what?”

“Emily. She is better than any accoucheur I could have hired.”

In truth, the rather scary event of childbirth and afterbirth had gone quite smoothly if painfully. After months of fretting over it, knowing the many stories of both joy and tragedy, Jenny had been delivered of a beautiful boy.

“And she brought fresh clove buns.” Reaching over to the basket of baked goods beside the bed, she helped herself to another as Maggie came back into the room. “I doubt any mid-husband, no matter how competent, would have thought to bring the baker’s best goods.”

Maggie helped herself to a bun as well. “I doubt an accoucheur would be married to a baker anyway,” she said, spraying a few crumbs onto the counterpane. “By the way, the admiral has taken Emily home. She said she would stop by again tomorrow to help you with … um …” Her eyes widened and she glanced at Simon.

“With what?” he asked.

She looked back at Jenny and gestured her head from the baby to her sister’s chest. “With feeding the little one there. Emily said you didn’t seem the type to have a wet nurse.”

“Of course I won’t. Why would I let my own milk go to waste?”

“So practical,” remarked Simon, and they grinned at each other.

“Please sit, Mags. Where’s Mummy?”

“She’ll be back shortly,” she promised, easing herself onto the edge of Simon and Jenny’s bed. “She and Eleanor are still settling in.”

“I’m glad you made it in time, but sorry you had to cut your Season short again.”

Maggie shrugged and look unbothered. “No ball or duke is as important as you.”

“You can still go back,” Simon offered. “The townhouse awaits you.”

“I appreciate that. However, I believe I am done for this year.”

Jenny shot her husband a glance.

Maggie continued, “The Season is ending in a week or two. I see no reason to drag out the agony. There might have been an offer coming, but not one I would have accepted.”

Reaching out, Jenny touched her sister’s hand.

“No,” Maggie said, “don’t get all sympathetic on me. I’m perfectly fine. What a dear little boy. If only he wasn’t bawling quite so loudly. It’s hard to hear oneself think.”

Laughing, Jenny looked at her husband. “Perhaps we should call him Lionel, for he roars like a lion.”

“I like it,” Simon agreed.

“Here let me hold him,” Maggie said.

Jenny let her sister scoop him from her lap and stroll about the room with him, swaying him to and fro. He continued to yell.

“Hmm,” Maggie considered. Then she slipped her smallest finger into the young heir’s open mouth. He closed it firmly and there was silence.

“Dear God in Heaven!” Simon marveled.

“How did you know?” Jenny asked.

“I saw Mummy do it with Eleanor. You were busy at the time doing something useful, I’m sure. My goodness, he’s got quite a grip.”

“Let me try,” Jenny said, popping the last of the sticky bun into her mouth and wiping her fingers on the coverlet.

Maggie returned the baby to his mother.

“If the finger works so well,” Jenny considered, “I imagine the breast will work even better.”

“Oh my,” said Maggie because of the earl’s presence.

Jenny wasn’t deterred one bit. She was with the three people she loved most in the world. Cradling him in one arm, she lowered her shift, giving her son access to her left nipple.

“Ouch,” she exclaimed at once.

Simon leaped from his chair in concern, then stopped, perhaps self-conscious to be standing beside his sister-in-law, both watching his wife who was half bare-breasted.

“Well,” Maggie said. “I’ll see about getting you some tea.”

With that, she left the new parents to the wonder of their son.

“I could swear he has teeth,” Jenny muttered.

Simon sat on the bed gazing down happily at the vignette of mother and son. “To think where I was a year ago, I could never have imagined this life with you.”

“To think where I was a year ago, my lord, I could say the same.”

“This is no dream?” he asked, reaching out and stroking her face.

She beamed at him. “Oh yes, my love, I think this is an exquisite dream, one from which we shall never awaken.”
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Chapter One


1848, Turvey House, Bedfordshire, England

Nothing in his rather pampered existence had prepared him for this. John Angsley, Earl of Cambrey, lay on his back with his severely broken leg in a plaster cast and raised in a sling. Utterly impossible for him to roll over or even change positions, he cursed loudly. It had been a mere few days since he’d taken his last sip of laudanum and he’d never imagined how quickly the pain would take over.

Not only pain. Every bloody ailment known to man seemed to be visiting itself upon him. Including nausea.

Sitting up as best he could, he grabbed for the bowl at his side and heaved up the contents of his stomach. Thankfully, because his gut hurt all the time, both when taking the tincture of opium and even more so since stopping, he’d barely eaten. Dry-retching, as it turned out, wasn’t any more pleasant than heaving on a full stomach.

It was an hour or more past midnight. Even the servants were probably sound asleep. With that irritating thought, he yelled as loudly as he could and then yanked the bell pull, which was more effective in bringing help but not nearly as satisfying as using his lungs to their full capacity.

Shivering and sweating at the same time, aching from his neck to his buttocks and on down through both his good leg and his injured one, he waited for his valet.

After a few minutes, there was a tap on the door, and Peter entered.

Lucky man, Cam thought, walking in on two feet, looking perfectly hearty but for his rumpled hair. In fact, his valet was infuriatingly normal, except for the fact he was wearing no jacket and his waistcoat was inside out.

The last detail was the only thing which made Cam feel any better. He had startled his usually immaculate valet out of bed and into his clothing at such a rate, the man had barely been able to dress himself.

Perhaps he should mention it and dock some of his wages. Punish the healthy bastard!

Sighing, Cam wondered who the hell he was becoming.

“Take the bowl and fetch me something.”

Peter bowed and reached for the porcelain containing barely more than bile.

“Fetch you what, my lord?”

Cam wanted to say, “The damned opium, of course,” but he didn’t. That path led to nothing but more stomach aches, wool-headed thinking, and strange dreams, though the bliss of painless days and nights was worth it. Nearly.

Besides, he’d told Peter not to bring him the bottle of laudanum no matter how he begged. How humiliating!

“Bring me brandy. Warmed, I suppose.” Would it help him sleep through the painful, vile symptoms that had resulted since he’d stopped taking opium? He doubted it. More likely, the brandy would either come up or go through him, resulting in the other disgusting outcome.

“Go!” he yelled at Peter who was hesitating, possibly awaiting more orders.

How Cam wished he could shed his mortal coil entirely, but only for a short while. He wanted to live through this hell. He wanted to walk again. And more than anything, he wanted to lay eyes upon Margaret Blackwood once more.
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Six months earlier

The Earl of Cambrey, had a choice—another evening at his club surrounded by good friends and good brandy or a long, potentially boring evening at Lord and Lady Marechal’s. He chose the latter. After all, along with the music and the insipid young misses, the burnt champagne and sweetmeats, and the puffed-up dandies came the chance to see Miss Margaret Blackwood.

God, if any of his friends ever knew what a mooncalf he had become over the Blackwood girl, why, he’d be drummed out of the clubs. Yet, there was something about her.

True, that something wasn’t subtle. Every damn young buck at every event all Season saw what Cam saw—her attractive figure, shining caramel-colored hair, gold-flecked eyes which danced when she laughed, and a smile that absolutely took his breath away. And all of this she used to devastating effect.

Unfortunately, she used it on every man jack who came her way. He would have welcomed her showing him a modicum of favoritism, considering they’d met before the Season even began because Margaret’s older sister had married his best friend, Simon Devere, and he was the damn Earl of Cambrey!

Yes, it would be nice to be shown a little partiality.

Perhaps she did have a special interest in him. They had spent considerable time together since her mother and two sisters had come early to London. Not only had he dined at the Devere townhouse, Cam and Margaret had sat next to each other at a cricket match at the newly opened Fenner’s Ground and cheered the players together. Another time, they’d laughed—as discreetly as possible, of course—when a particularly untalented soprano failed to hit her notes, or any notes, for that matter, on the Sadler’s Wells stage.

Nevertheless, under and over his name on Margaret’s dance cards were always many other gentlemen’s, including Westing, a man younger than Cam by at least seven years, which stung.

It wasn’t like Cam was ancient, but at twenty-eight, he was nearly a decade older than Miss Blackwood.

Maybe she was simply too young.

Too fickle.

He groaned when she entered the ballroom with her mother and her older sister.

Too damnably beautiful!
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Maggie loved the Season and everything about it. As much as her older sister, Jenny, thought it frivolous, impractical, even tedious, Maggie thought it exciting, titillating, and, of course, utterly necessary. Her debut Season the year before had been cut short by the death of her father. In quick order, what was left of her family, namely her mother and two sisters with a few servants, had been forced to move out of London. Maggie had left behind her hopes for a well-matched future.

Selling their lovely townhouse had not been easy. Moving back into their small cottage in Sheffield and being forced to become a French tutor had been excruciating. She’d been cut off from all her friends, including her dearest one, Ada, another baron’s daughter with expectations of finding a good husband.

And then, thank her lucky stars, her older sister had caught the eye of the Earl of Lindsey, and before one could dance thrice around the Maypole, they had married.

Thus, here Maggie was, with the full social season ahead of her and new gowns. Life was bliss!

What’s more, she’d caught the eye of the worldly Earl of Cambrey, who cut quite a dashing figure. Something about him caused her insides to sizzle in an unfamiliar and dangerous manner. However, she feared looking too eager in his eyes, or anyone’s, for that matter. Moreover, she didn’t want to settle on the first man to capture her attention.

John, as she privately thought of him, was as old as her sister’s new husband. Not that he was too old for her, but she feared he might not share her same sense of fun. Perhaps he would want to sit out each dance or demand she produce babies immediately as Jenny was doing, already with child mere months into her marriage.

No, Maggie wanted to live a little before she experienced such a terrifying adventure, all too aware it might cut her life extremely short indeed. She knew of two ladies in their circle of acquaintances who had died in childbirth this past year.

Shuddering, she forced herself to send happy thoughts toward Jenny who would give birth in the fall. Please, God, let her have an easy and safe delivery.

“Why are you looking like that?” her mother asked. “With such an expression of worry, you’re making a frown line, and no one will approach you.”

Her mother was wrong, of course. No sooner did Maggie set foot on the parquet floor than half a dozen gentlemen jockeyed for position to put their names upon her dance card.

“A moment, if you will, boys,” she teased, knowing she was being impudent. Obviously, one shouldn’t call Lords Fowler and Welkes by such a term. But Maggie did. What’s more, she knew she could get away with it. Despite her beauty, she would not have deigned to do so were she still poor Maggie Blackwood from Sheffield, whose father, the baron, died penniless.

However, as Miss Margaret Blackwood, sister-in-law to the Earl of Lindsey and residing in the Devere townhouse on Portman Square, she was a coveted eligible. She could get away with teasing, and more.

When the crush of gentlemen dissipated, she spied Lord Cambrey standing casually yet assuredly, drink in one hand, expression of mild amusement upon his handsome face. No, she could not think of him as a boy, nor ever call him such without embarrassing herself. He was the only one with whom she got a little tongue-tied, felt the flutter of nerves in her stomach, the only one who caused her a bit of unease.

She liked that about him. Immensely.

Furthermore, her worries he might be stuffy had turned out to be completely unfounded. They’d already had barrels of fun, sharing a similar sense of humor and a passion for cricket. What’s more, in his strong arms, on the dance floor, Maggie moved lightly and effortlessly with the earl as a superbly confident lead.

Yes, John was high on her list of bachelors, and apparently, he was waiting his turn to write on her dance card.

Setting his glass down, he greeted all three of them.

“Lady Blackwood,” he addressed her mother, taking her hand and bowing over it.

“Lady Lindsey,” he greeted Maggie’s sister in turn. Unfortunately, Jenny looked, as usual, as though she would rather be elsewhere than at a society event. Though not yet showing, at least not to the unaware eye, with her husband away on business, her sister seemed unable to enjoy herself.

Maggie rolled her eyes. Jenny was a countess and her life was set, for goodness sake!

John turned to her next. As their gazes briefly met and held, she felt a frisson of delicious anticipation for the evening ahead. Then he bowed low over her hand and brought it to his lips.

“Miss Blackwood.”

“Lord Cambrey,” she murmured.

When he raised his head, they held each other’s gaze another moment, a deliciously long moment, until she felt her lips turn up in an involuntary smile.

What was it about this man that tickled her fancy?

Was it his appearance? Naturally, she thought him a fine-looking man. His hair, the color of rich coffee, and his hazel eyes were appealing, as well as his infectious grin. She liked the height and breadth of him, too. Beyond all that, his turn of phrase, his oft-unique thoughts, and his delightfully wicked laugh were utterly charming.

Oh dear, was she mooning over the man?

Blushing slightly, Maggie realized they were all moving as a group of four, claiming a cloth-covered table on the outskirts of the dance floor. Like soldiers setting up camp, they draped their shawls over the chairs and lay their reticules upon the table, knowing here, inside the sanctioned private ballroom, there was little fear of thieves.

The musicians were still warming up for the long evening ahead. Excitement rippled through the room, or maybe Maggie simply imagined everyone was feeling the way she was. Except Jenny.

Soon enough, Maggie was claimed by the first man on her card, Lord Whitely, a viscount’s son whose nose was pointy but whose eyelashes were long, fanning over intelligent eyes. And the waltz began.
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Cam found it easy to converse with his best friend’s wife, especially when they spoke about either her husband, Simon, who was away doing God knew what on the Continent, or her charming sister.

While chatting amiably with Jenny, he kept an eye on Margaret who had positively boundless energy, starting near the lead of the Grand March and not sitting out even a single quadrille. As long as she kept up her lively movements, he wasn’t too worried about her or her dance partners. After all, it was not the easiest thing to do—to carry on a conversation while not missing a step. Thus, the dancers mostly danced with little more interaction than a smile or a grimace if they trod on each other’s toes.

Stop it, he ordered himself. It wasn’t his place to consider whether she was engaging in one of her delightful dialogues with a dance partner. He had no claim to her. Yet.

Eventually, after about forty minutes, the musicians needed a break, and everyone surged toward the refreshment tables.

Having already secured drinks for Jenny and her mother, Cam was free to wander into the crowd and see if he could assist Margaret.

He found her easily since he’d never truly taken his attention from her, stunning as she was in the palest shade of blue, which seemed to make her glow like an angel. Luckily, instead of a preening buck with whom he’d have to make inane chatter, she was with another young miss, looking equally excited to be a part of the event.

Sighing at how old they made him feel, Cam approached and nodded to each.

“May I assist you ladies in getting some lemonade?”

“How kind of you,” Margaret answered at once. “Dancing does make one thirsty. Lord Cambrey, do you know Miss Ada Ellis?”

He bowed to the flaxen-haired miss, who to him, looked washed out beside Margaret’s honey-brown hair and warm eyes.

“I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. If you both will stay somewhere close, I will procure you each a glass of refreshingly tart nectar.”

Ada giggled behind her fan, and Margaret rolled her eyes at his over-the-top chivalry.

Bowing slightly, he left them, pushing his way through the crowd before being stopped by a wall of black and gray-clad jackets in front of the refreshment tables. Servants were filling glasses as quickly as they could, and still, there was a delay.

Minutes later, he returned to the spot where he’d left the ladies, swearing silently only once when someone jostled him, causing him to spill lemonade on his sleeve.

However, when he reached the place where the ladies had been, there was no lovely Margaret. Scowling, he scanned the room. To his annoyance, he saw her a few yards away. Still in her friend’s company, though now chatting with two men. Most likely flirting. And they all four held a glass of the cursed lemonade.

“The deuce take them!” Cam said loudly enough for a passing couple to hear. When they paused with their raised eyebrows, he merely bowed politely.

“May I offer you these refreshments?” he asked.

Their expressions changed to relief, and they took the glasses from him with gratitude.

No doubt he’d made friends for life, saving them from having to wait in the blasted line.

Stalking back to the table, he sat down heavily in the chair next to Jenny, back to the wall, with a good view of the proceedings.

“Don’t you have an obligation, my lord?” Simon’s wife asked.

Dragging his gaze from the crowd, he smiled at her. “Pardon?”

“To dance. Isn’t that why a single man comes to a ball during the Season?”

Cam supposed she was right. What’s more, he’d been beyond rude to her.

“Would you care to dance, Lady Lindsey? It would be my honor.”

“Absolutely not,” Jenny declared. “In any case, you’re not supposed to waste your bachelorhood by dancing with a married woman. That practically goes against the rules. I am utterly superfluous here. You, however, are not.”

He watched her survey the room, and he did the same. Except for Margaret’s card, he hadn’t bothered to set his name down elsewhere, for he didn’t really think he was going to suddenly fall in love and find a wife during an exuberant mazurka.

“I see more than one miss with a downturned mouth who would, I’m sure, be extremely grateful if you asked them. That one there, for instance.” Jenny nodded behind his shoulder.

Turning, Cam saw Lady Adelia Smythe tapping her toe and watching the dancers from beside a large fern. He had actually danced with her at a different ball and thought her agreeable enough, though she had a laugh which grated on his ears, braying like a stubborn mule in the hot sun.

Sighing loudly at his own unkind thoughts, he stood up, deciding to ask the lady and fervently hoping someone would do the same for his cousin Beryl when it was her turn to come out into society.

“Bravo, my lord,” Jenny said, causing Cam to produce a sheepish smile. He wasn’t a war hero like her husband. He was merely going to dance with a wallflower. What’s more, he wasn’t even doing it very graciously. For in his heart, he acknowledged he would rather be dancing with Margaret and was keeping track of the dances until it was his turn.

If he hadn’t miscounted, then he would claim her after three more dances for a polka.

Meanwhile, a simple galop, if Lady Smythe wasn’t otherwise occupied, would at least get him onto the floor and within smiling range of Margaret.
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Maggie was getting winded. However, the musicians were extremely adept, their notes bright and clear, and the dances were so enjoyable, alternating between formations and couples, she didn’t want to stop. One dance later, though, her partner twisted his knee doing an improvisational movement, and they had to leave the floor.

As she approached her family’s table, her mother was berating her older sister for frowning. Poor Jenny, it was her normal expression now, and Maggie wished with all her heart her brother-in-law would return soon from his business trip to claim his melancholy wife.

“I wish you would dance,” she told Jenny. Certainly, no one could frown while dancing.

Instead of agreeing, her sister asked her, “Where is Lord Cambrey?”

Maggie supposed it wasn’t such an odd thing for Jenny to ask. Indeed, the earl had spent quite a bit of time at each event hovering nearby. Sometimes she wondered if he did so only out of the duty he felt to watch over his best friend’s wife or whether, perhaps, there was another more personal reason. Maggie hoped she had not misinterpreted his glances and his smiles.

In any case, it wouldn’t do to appear as if they had already formed an attachment, which they had not. Though she did feel somewhat attached to the man.

“We cannot dance more than two dances in a night without someone crying out the banns,” Maggie declared. “We have a dance coming up soon enough.”

She nearly blushed when she said it. Truthfully, the idea of her and John Angsley linked together and having their marriage banns publicly proclaimed was not displeasing. It was, in fact, thrilling.

“Who is next on your card?” her mother asked.

Maggie angled the square paper dangling from her wrist by a satin ribbon.

“Oh!” She glanced again at Jenny. “I nearly forgot. Your former fiancé sketched in his name before I even realized who he was, but I will not do him the honor, I assure you.”

“Why would Lord Alder seek to dance with you?” Lady Blackwood did not sound pleased. “He can be certain I would never allow an association between him and you, not after his shoddy treatment of our Jenny. I’m sure other parents feel the same way. Why, I can’t even imagine why he is here!” she finished vehemently, scanning the room as if she thought she’d stop him with the ferocity of her gaze alone.

Maggie was glad her mother’s ire wasn’t directed at her. What’s more, she hoped the fickle viscount, if he knew what was good for him and didn’t want to create a scene, stayed far from their table. Though he had treated Jenny poorly after her family’s financial ruin, it was no worse than many of the bachelors of the ton would do.

In any case, Maggie thought Lord Alder hadn’t meant to pencil his name on her particular card at all. They’d actually nearly collided by the refreshments, and likely, he thought it his duty to offer her a dance. His eyes had widened when he’d truly looked at her face and realized she was Jenny’s sister, right about the same moment Maggie realized who he was, as well.

“Mummy, I am more than pleased to miss this next quadrille,” Maggie stated. “Probably, Lord Alder was simply being polite.” She was sorry to have mentioned him. “Why, I doubt he will even show up to claim his dance?”

Relief washed over her when instead of Lord Alder, Lord Westing appeared. He’d kissed her hand tenderly before Christmas at Lady Atwood’s grand holiday celebration. As the only son of the Duke of Westing, with dashing good looks to boot, the marquess was considered the catch of the Season.

After bowing to each of the ladies beginning with Lady Blackwood, Lord Westing turned his attention to Maggie.

“You are not dancing, Miss Blackwood, which robs the room of much enjoyment. It is too late to begin this dance, yet perchance, I may have the next?”

Maggie couldn’t help drinking in the sight of him. He was definitely easy on the eyes. A strong jaw, cornflower-blue eyes, and curly nut-brown hair, he cut as fine a figure as Lord Cambrey.

Why must she compare each man to John Angsley? she scolded herself. John was an exceedingly nice man, but they definitely had no particular understanding. In fact, a few minutes earlier, he’d been dancing with Adelia Smythe and even now, was paired for the quadrille with Jane Chatley, the daughter of a duke.

That shouldn’t irk her except Lady Jane was positively perfect in face, figure, and fortune. What’s more, John seemed utterly entranced with her.

Maggie offered Lord Westing the smile she practiced before her looking glass, knowing it was neither too big, nor too small. It didn’t show off too many teeth, nor her gums. It didn’t pull her mouth too wide, either. It looked genuine and pleasing but not like a grinning fool. In short, it was very becoming without an ounce of coyness.

Then she added a flutter of her eyelashes, like the smallest dash of spicy pepper on an already perfect cut of meat. She watched the man’s pupils dilate.

“Why, I believe my next dance is free,” she told him, not bothering to consult her card.

She heard her sister sigh and knew what she was thinking—it wasn’t done to stand up someone whose name was on your card. Nonetheless, Alder had done it to her, and Maggie was none the worse for it.

Lord Westing glanced toward the crowded dance floor.

“We can go together to the refreshment table before our dance begins. It is less crowded there at present.”

“A splendid idea.” With that, Maggie let her new admirer take her arm in his.

After he bowed once more to her mother and to her older sister, Lord Westing led her away. She couldn’t resist a sideways glance to determine John’s whereabouts.

To her astonishment, though in mid-dance with Jane, he happened to be looking directly at her, his eyes blazing as they locked gazes. And then it happened, the strange, tantalizing sizzle raced through her.

What would it feel like to be kissed by the Earl of Cambrey? She had the fanciful notion she would combust upon contact with his lips.

Firmly of the opinion it would be well worth it, Maggie decided to test out her theory at the earliest opportunity.
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Chapter Two


Cam settled his dance partner back from whence she came and, with undeniable eagerness, headed toward the ladies Blackwood. When he arrived at their table, only Jenny stood there.

Trying not to frown as he scanned the area for Margaret, yet he knew if they weren’t on the floor as the music started, they couldn’t join the dance at all.

“Both your mother and sister have vanished.” Hoping he didn’t sound as peeved as he felt at Margaret’s failure to honor their dance commitment, he offered a small smile. Even then, the lively polka started and his chance to hold her in his arms vanished. Damn it all!

Jenny nodded at him, looking as if there was something on her mind.

“My lord, will you take a stroll along the gallery?”

Tamping down his surprise at her invitation, he felt curiosity slice through him, blended with hesitation. After all, this was his best friend’s wife, and the ton could be brutal with rumors and innuendo. However, he’d promised Simon he would protect her. If Lady Lindsey wanted to stroll, better with him than some rogue.

“Certainly, my lady.” Offering her his arm, they exited through the double doors at the front of the room.

As soon as they were alone at one end of the long promenade, lined with paintings and statues, she stopped.

“I will be brief. I simply wish to know if you’ve heard from Simon.”

He hated to disappoint her. “I’m sorry. I have heard nothing from him. It is as if Simon has disappeared into the heart of the savage nations of Europe.”

Hearing her heavy-hearted sigh, he wished he could console her with some promise of his friend’s speedy return. All he really had were empty words.

“I would ask you to trust him and not to worry. Why, he was practically singing Lady Greensleeves in your honor the first time he told me about you.”

Then he thought of Simon’s other duties besides those to his wife.

“In any case, he must return soon.”

“Why do you say that, my lord?”

“Parliament officially opens in a few weeks, and he had best be there.”

They both knew the ramifications for an absentee representative in the House of Lords were not good, including a possible loss of Simon’s privilege.

However, Cam doubted Jenny would see her husband for Christmas. The best he could do in his friend’s stead was to invite her and her family to attend functions with his family at their London home.

It would be no hardship as his widowed mother was a gracious hostess. He was confident she would enjoy Jenny and her mother’s company. What’s more, his cousin Beryl was staying at the Cambrey townhouse, on hand to entertain Eleanor, the youngest Blackwood sister. Then, of course, there was Margaret. Entertaining her would be no hardship at all.

Except, she had not even wanted to dance with him.

As they reappeared in the ballroom, he quickly spied Margaret on the dance floor with Westing. The greenest of green devils danced in Cam’s head. How dare she! True, they didn’t have any kind of understanding, but one didn’t publicly cut one partner in favor of another, unless the other had already declared for her. Could such have happened in the short space of time between an earlier event and this one?

“Your sister is dancing with Lord Westing,” Cam commented to Jenny, immediately wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. His notice and remark most likely spoke volumes about his interest. But, as long as no one else had read Margaret’s dance card, then Cam was not actually in peril of public humiliation.

Jenny’s next words unfortunately made him fear otherwise.

“Oh, I am sorry, my lord. I feared it was you she was using so terribly.”

Using terribly! What a way to express it. “Whatever can you mean?”

“She shouldn’t have dashed off with Lord Westing when she knew she had an upcoming dance with you. That was very wrong of her, and I shall reprimand her most—”

“No.” His tone was too sharp, but he had his pride. “Dear Lady Lindsey, your sister is enjoying her Season. I signed her card simply because I saw a gap on it. Only for that reason. As long as Miss Margaret is dancing, nothing else matters.”

Though if Westing tripped and fell flat on his too handsome face, Cam would not be bothered at all.

“If everyone did as my sister, then these events would dissolve into chaos. From a practical standpoint, she ought to honor her promise.”

Cam admired Jenny Blackwood Devere, Countess of Lindsey, very much and knew from Simon she was a most practical female. However, at that moment, she seemed like a dog with a bone she couldn’t set down when he simply wanted her to forget all about his missed dance with Margaret. He didn’t want to listen to any more talk of how the entire fabric of society, and balls in particular, would dissolve into absolute mayhem because her sister hadn’t danced with him.

“Please, my lady, let it rest. There was no harm done.”

She paused in her rambling and gave him a sideways look. “Of course, my lord. I’ll say nothing further on the matter.”

Why did he now think she was going to have a long talk with Margaret about it later? He wished he’d never come to the blasted ball.
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“Very glad you could come to our home,” Lord Cambrey’s mother intoned, greeting Lady Blackwood and her daughters in the front hall of the Angsley’s townhouse on Cavendish Square.

Cambrey’s gaze went right to Margaret, looking exquisite in a green silk gown with gold trim, seeming to bring the Christmas season to life. He stepped forward to welcome each of them, starting with the mother and working his way down to Eleanor. Then his cousin Beryl offered a tour of the townhouse, which only Eleanor agreed to. The girls scampered off like young colts, while the rest of them entered the drawing room.

“Where are Beryl’s parents?” Lady Blackwood asked when they were all seated.

“My husband’s younger brother and his wife remain in their home in Bedfordshire. They have five other children, with Beryl being the eldest.”

“So blessed,” Jenny said.

Cam thought so, too. His own parents had only him to whom they could transfer all their hopes and dreams, as well as to carry on the family line. He knew his mother had lost two others, though they never spoke of them.

“Beryl is a delight to have with me,” Lady Cambrey added, “but I believe she is not e ready for the upcoming Season, or even the next.”

Everyone nodded in agreement as they had recently heard either Eleanor or Beryl shrieking with childish laughter and then running loudly across the main foyer.

“I agree,” Lady Blackwood said. “Our Eleanor is not ready to come out.”

At that very instant, Margaret’s gaze shot toward Cam. When their eyes met, he felt the attraction to her run through his entire body. Was this how one finally knew one had met the right person? For certainly, he’d never experienced such a visceral draw toward a woman.

Lust? God yes! But bone-deep wanting? Never.

Cam spent the rest of the evening wondering how he could get her alone. They hadn’t had a private moment for many weeks, not since sitting beside one another at Sadler’s Wells, watching an untalented singer. He very much wanted to change that.

After a savory meal of mutton cutlets, his mother’s favorite meat, they retired again to the drawing room. Jenny begged off entertaining, but Margaret was persuaded to play the pianoforte. In fact, she seemed to shine even more brightly when she sat upon the bench with all eyes on her.

His mother had a goodly collection of sheet music for Beryl, and Cam watched Margaret sift through the stack. Just before she played, he noted how she sent a withering glance to Eleanor to quell her giggling.

When all was silent, she began a happy sounding song—“A Life on the Ocean Wave,” he thought, though without anyone singing accompaniment, it sounded similar to many others.

He was pleased she was an accomplished player. There was nothing more embarrassing than a well-heeled young lady who made a great show of taking her place at the piano only to plunk out a tune that offended one’s ears.

“Do you not sing, Miss Blackwood?” asked his mother between songs.

Margaret cocked her head charmingly. “I’m afraid my voice is not on a par with those of many who perform in the parlors of London, Lady Cambrey. I, for one, prefer not to do something in public at which I am not proficient. It smacks of desperation and clawing for attention. If there is one here, however, who would like to accompany me, I am more than grateful.”

Cam stared, eyes wide, as no one moved. After all, who would dare to sing after such a challenge? Smacking of desperation, indeed! None of the ladies sallied forth, even though Beryl actually had a rather lilting voice, which seemed to be on key at least half the time.

Margaret waited, then turned back to the keys, ready to continue her solo performance.

“I’ll give it a go,” Cam offered, the words out of his mouth before he thought too much of them.

He heard an audible breath from Margaret. Apparently, he’d surprised her by picking up the gauntlet. Having been on a choir at school, he decided he could muddle through as long as the words were in front of him and it was a song he’d heard before.

From his lounging position on a tufted divan, he rose and approached the piano.

Margaret stared at him.

“Your choice, Lord Cambrey.” Then she nodded toward the pile of sheet music.

He pawed through it and then placed some pages in front of her. To his delight, her cheeks went pink as she scanned his selection of a tender love song, best sung by a man to the woman he admired.

When Margaret’s eyes flashed up at him, he raised an eyebrow. In return, she sent him a dazzling smile, sending him back a step with its vibrancy. Either she appreciated his choice, or she was about to give him a come down.

Did she consider it a challenge, an invitation, a declaration? He couldn’t tell. After he’d nodded his readiness, she began to play, the notes crisp if a trifle too quick for his liking, perhaps done to throw him off balance.

Coming in at what he hoped was the exact proper place, he began to sing “Annabelle Lee,” which had not too difficult a range.

Leaning over her slightly to read the words, Cam turned the page as necessary, trying not to be distracted by her nearness nor the divine floral scent of her hair. If he wasn’t careful, he’d disgrace himself in front of the ladies, and was very glad he wasn’t wearing the tight stovepipe breeches some wore, which would leave nothing to their imaginations.

As he turned the page again, he brushed her shoulder, and she faltered. Good! He hoped she had some awareness of him as he did her.

At the closing notes, she looked down at the keys, then stood up by turning away from him, making it impossible for him to see her expression. When her family and his clapped, Cam reached for her hand so they could perform a small bow together.

As his fingers closed over hers, he felt her jump, then relax. She curtsied toward the small audience as he bowed, and then, unable to help himself, he squeezed her hand gently.

Instantly, she glanced up at him. He hoped it was happiness he saw in her eyes, for that was what he felt. Simply happy to be around her, to be touching her, however briefly. By the soft bowing of her lips, he decided she was indeed pleased, at least by their duet.

His mother declared cards were next for the evening’s entertainment. With an odd number of people, they decided to play Hearts, which caused a great deal of laughter and good-spirited competition until the two younger girls became bored. When they dashed off to Beryl’s room for a private chat before the evening was over, Cam envied their freedom.

Truth be told, he wished he could spirit Margaret away to his bedroom for some private time, though chatting was not uppermost on his mind.

Still, the opportunity arose to speak alone with her as she wandered the edge of the parlor, examining his mother’s baubles and curios on the cabinets before standing in front of the bookshelves.

“You are a good musician,” he offered as she drew out a book from the shelf.

Without looking at him, she remarked, “I note you didn’t say ‘a great one.’”

“I have never lied to you,” he told her, and she laughed.

Thank goodness she was not one of those easily offended.

“Fair enough. I don’t like empty flattery anyway. I am a good musician though I could get better if I practiced more.”

“I have no doubt,” Cam agreed. “I suppose you don’t receive much empty flattery in any case, not when there are so many qualities about you which engender true admiration.”

Her cheeks went a pleasing pink again.

“And you have a good voice,” she offered, returning the book to its place and taking another one.

“I note you didn’t say ‘a great one,’” he teased.

“I have never lied to you,” she repeated.

“No, yet you have stood me up quite magnificently.”

Frowning, she looked up at him. “I …? Oh, our dance.”

Was that chagrin on her face? Was he a rude host to make her uncomfortable?

“It was nothing, really,” he added. “I’m sure you simply muddled the names on your card, so very full to overflowing as it was.”

“I don’t muddle things,” Margaret stated simply.

He waited. When it was clear an apology was not forthcoming, he shrugged. “As I said, it was nothing.”

Her glance darted past him toward her sister, and he knew, with a sick feeling, Jenny had had words with her about it. What’s more, now he’d brought it up, giving it even more importance.

What an idiot! If Margaret had said she was sorry for the mix-up, it would be finished. Instead, she was behaving mulishly by not acknowledging her error, and he was left hanging out to dry.

“John, come tell the ladies what Palmerston and Russell told you about the French. Their government is collapsing, is it not?”

And with that, his tête-à-tête with Margaret was at an uncomfortable end.

He needed to stop obsessing with this one young woman for she was too flawed to become his wife. She would drive him mad with her fickleness and her inability to take responsibility for even the smallest of affronts.

However, it was the holidays and his best friend was away for an indeterminate amount of time, and thus, he would continue to invite the Blackwoods to his home, at least until the main Season started after the year’s end. There would be a couple large events his mother customarily held, and undoubtedly, Jenny and her family would enjoy being part of them.

When a week later, Cam spied Margaret riding in Hyde Park with Westing, her maid along as a chaperone, he tamped down his irritation and rode past them with a nod of his head. Westing acknowledged him coolly in return, but Margaret’s eyes opened wide, her expression unfathomable.

He hadn’t gone but a few yards farther down the path when she called his name.

“Lord Cambrey, please wait.”

Halting, surprised at her forwardness, he turned in his saddle to see her riding toward him. Beyond her, Westing and the chaperone waited.

“Miss Blackwood, is something the matter?”

She appeared flustered, very unlike herself.

“I wanted to tell you something. It has troubled me since the lovely evening at your house.”

“Oh?” Suddenly he thought he knew what was coming, and he wasn’t going to make it easy on her. He could, though, take the opportunity to enjoy her sparkling eyes and pink cheeks, and watch her lovely mouth as she apologized. For he was convinced an apology over leaving him unpartnered was about to be tendered.

“I am sorry if Eleanor was too boisterous. I hope it didn’t annoy your mother. My sister can be high-spirited and needs little encouragement to become giggly and loud.”

He remained silent a moment as her words settled into his brain. An apology of sorts but entirely for the wrong Blackwood daughter. How strange! Perhaps Margaret was utterly oblivious to societal rules at a ball.

“I do not recall my mother saying anything regarding Miss Eleanor.”

“Good,” Margaret said. “Then I shall tell my mother all is well.”

“Of course. Let your mother not be worried for an instant. In fact, I believe my mother is issuing invitations for a large party at our home next week. Though there will not be any others so young, I am certain Eleanor will be invited to keep company with Beryl.”

“Good,” Margaret said again.

It seemed they had exhausted this topic and could not conceivably carry on a discourse any longer regarding her sister or Cam’s mother, yet Margaret still held her horse at rest next to his.

“Your companions are waiting,” he reminded her, glancing past to see Westing’s horse prancing, possibly picking up on the irritation of its rider. An irritated marquess. How perfectly delightful!

“Well, I should be off then,” Margaret said, starting to turn her horse away. When she was facing in the other direction, she added, “I didn’t realize it was your name on my card for the next dance at the Marechals’ ball. Good day, Lord Cambrey.”

With a swift motion of her heels to her horse’s flanks, she trotted off before he could respond. He kept watching until the three rode away.

So that was how Miss Margaret apologized for herself. A tad off-handed to be sure, but she left him with the impression if she’d looked at her card and realized the next dance was his, then she would not have missed it.

Uplifted by her words, he rode off feeling better than he had in days.

“You poor besotted dunce,” he muttered to himself.
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Chapter Three


Breathlessly happy with the coincidence of the morning, Maggie entered their townhouse with her maid, glad to be rid of Lord Westing. There was nothing wrong with him at all. Not a blessed thing. But the only bright spot in the ride had been meeting up with John and finally unburdening herself to him.

In truth, she hadn’t cared a fig about Eleanor’s behavior at the Cambrey home. No one else had either. It had simply seemed like a good way to start an apology, especially when her own actions, though entirely unintentional, had apparently hurt his feelings.

Yes, she felt quite pleased with herself for finally righting that wrong and letting the man know she had not meant to cut him. She’d simply been careless.

And for her virtuous behavior this morning, she’d found out about another party they would be attending with his mother as hostess. How wonderful! She liked the smaller events at people’s homes even more than the crowded, ticketed balls. True, there was less vigor and birr, less choice of dancers, and a little less excitement. At the same time, there would be more opportunity for talking, and certainly the food was better.

What’s more, she very much liked Lady Cambrey, whose husband had sadly passed away about four years earlier, or so Margaret’s mother recalled. Nothing tragic, simply an older man falling ill from influenza. The title passed to John, and everything continued as it should. They had not suffered any of the indignities that had befallen the Blackwood family.

“Are you home, dear?”

“Yes, it’s me, Mummy. Am I too late for eggs and toast?”
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“I’m thrilled to see your lovely family again,” Lady Cambrey graciously received them.

The Cambreys’ receiving line, including Beryl, in the front hall of their townhouse, befitted the formal nature of the event. All the Blackwood ladies had dressed more elegantly than for the previous small dinner they’d attended there.

Seeing the furniture had been cleared out in the spacious front parlor whose double doors stood wide open, Maggie almost clapped her hands with delight and had to ball them into fists to stop herself. The dancing here would be intimate. And no dance cards had been handed out, thus offering far more opportunity to partner with the same person than could ever happen at the large balls with hundreds of eligibles vying for each dance.

She couldn’t deny she wanted to dance with John Angsley as many times as possible.

When he bent over her gloved hand and brought it to his lips, she hoped her expression told him she would not have missed their dance on purpose. His smiling eyes indicated they were once again on a good footing.

She moved along the line to allow the press of people behind her to enter. Stepping into the parlor, Maggie found a small group of musicians already warming up in one corner. As happened at most of these events, there would be dancing first, then everyone would move into the dining room for food they could easily eat while standing, since there were far too many to sit at the table. Then they would resume dancing for many hours into the night.

Looking forward to a splendid evening, Maggie took up her place by her family to watch as others entered.
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Cam decided to forego nonchalant aloofness. In fact, as soon as he saw Margaret enter, he thought, To hell with seeming uninterested. This was his home, his party, and his bloody parlor. Or at least, it was his and his mother’s. And Lady Cambrey wouldn’t mind a bit if he played favorites and asked Margaret for the first dance and even the second. They would lead the Grand March, even it if it was actually a miniature march.

When Margaret had approached him in the receiving line, he’d felt himself beaming at her, like a schoolboy looking at sweets. Was it possible her eyes were the sparkliest, her skin, especially at her décolletage, the creamiest, and even her ringlets the ringliest of any he’d ever seen? She seemed to have a shimmer about her causing every other woman to appear muted and dull.

He wished his lips could have touched more than merely her gloved hand. And then she’d disappeared among the revelers.

After the last guests arrived, Cam could finally head into the parlor. Seemingly, everyone invited had turned up, for there was quite a crush around the edges of the great room. Preferring the previous intimate get-together they’d had with the Blackwoods, the only thing that would have made the previous gathering better was if his friend Simon had returned from the Continent to claim his wife. That, and if Cam had been able to touch Margaret with more than a shoulder brushing as he’d turned her music sheets.

Tonight, at least, he would hold her in his arms.

As he’d hoped, she agreed to be his partner for the Grand March, and they led the couples in an intricate dance of circles and turns and even through an arch created by the other dancers’ arms.

Frustrating as hell, Cam thought. What he wanted was a waltz in order to hold her closely. To his delight, the very next dance was, indeed, a waltz, and since she was still by his side, it was the most natural thing in the world to partner up.

In the space of a few weeks, from the last time he’d danced with her, something had changed. Not with her, for she was still as lovely, as spirited, and as light on her feet—and his—as she had been before. Perhaps it was simply getting to speak with her more at the various social events. Maybe it was even the duet they’d performed.

What had changed? he wondered, looking down at her. What did he feel?

Proprietary. It felt as if Miss Margaret Blackwood belonged to him. They fit so well. When she looked up at him with her gold-flecked, tawny eyes and stole his breath away, Cam couldn’t imagine feeling the same about anyone else. Indeed, he never had before. He’d been to bed with a beautiful courtesan once whom another friend had insisted would absolutely overturn his apple cart. Truly, she had been magnificent in many ways, mostly with her lips and tongue, but she hadn’t left him breathless. And she definitely hadn’t made him want her only for himself.

Moreover, this unfamiliar possessiveness for Margaret caused an unwelcome emotion, jealousy! He didn’t want her to ride with Westing, or dance with him, or anyone else for that matter.

What a bloody nuisance! Tightening his grip on her waist and hand, he watched her eyes widen as they moved smoothly across the floor. He would like to see her eyes when he pleasured her, to hear her make a sound of delight as he …

Nearly tripping over his wayward thoughts—and over his own feet—he swallowed and focused on the present. Possibly this was merely lust after all. He should steer Margaret toward a secluded spot in his back garden and kiss her senseless.

One of them would be senseless at any rate!

And then the waltz came to an end, and Cam led her back to her family. Eleanor and Beryl had disappeared. Since they weren’t supposed to dance, they were probably sampling the sweets set upon towering trays in the dining room.

Having no wish to remove himself from Margaret’s company nor to dance with another lady, Cam considered his options. Dancing a third dance with her would be considered utterly discourteous to the others at the party.

“Shall we go find my cousin and your young sister? They might be up to mischief.”

He watched Margaret’s expression change from surprise to agreement.

“I suppose I should help bring my sister to heel. Mummy, I was never like Eleanor, was I?”

Lady Blackwood raised an eyebrow. “No, my dear.” Turning to him, she added, “None of my daughters have been anything alike. At Eleanor’s age, Jenny would not be at a party but home solving a puzzle, while Maggie would most likely be perusing every page of Le Follet while trying out new hairstyles in front of her looking glass.”

“Mummy,” Margaret blurted. “I’m sure you’ll have Lord Cambrey thinking I care about nothing but fashion and appearance.”

“Not at all,” Cam heard himself saying in her defense. “Clearly, you have put the magazine’s lessons to good use and should be commended for studying it. You are easily the most fashionable lady here.”

What inanity was he uttering? Plus, he’d insulted the other Blackwood women. “Present company excepted, of course,” he added hastily.

Stop talking. Just. Stop. The three ladies were looking at him, no doubt thinking the same thing. Jenny was plainly trying to keep from laughing at him, and Margaret was blushing profusely. All he could do was offer his arm, which she took.

After another bow to the other ladies, he took Margaret away, ostensibly to go look for the lost girls.

“That was very smooth,” she muttered to him under her breath.

He took that as a good sign. They were familiar enough with each other she could tease him for his faux pas. Very good indeed.

“I strive to be smooth,” he returned. “After all, I am an eligible bachelor this Season.”

It sounded as if she snorted. “You’ve been an eligible bachelor for more than one Season. I’m certain ladies have assumed you were seeking a wife. Or didn’t you realize?”

Was she calling him old? Maybe, but she also agreed he was eligible.

“I haven’t much cared about that, in truth, until this year.”

They were standing in the wide hallway. Alone. Glancing around to be sure, he decided to press his case.

“I wish to call on you in the morning and take you riding.”

Truthfully, he wanted to skip the weeks of horse rides and carriage outings, accompanied by her maid, and the stilted visits in her parlor with a companion close by during which they would speak about nearly nothing while mildly flirting. It all seemed for younger people.

Yes, he wanted to take her riding, then get her alone, kiss her, talk about whether she liked to live in Town or in the country, kiss her some more, and decide immediately if they were suited.

He could be romantic and even delay gratification after they’d made a decision, but to waste time before they knew if they would make a good match seemed silly. Perhaps he was too old for this game.

“I would love to,” Margaret said. He wasn’t imagining she visibly brightened and moved a little closer. Her eyes twinkled and she licked her lips, moistening them, and all he could do was stare at their plump perfection.

Suddenly, he felt encouraged. Dammit all, he was John Angsley, nearly thirty and not a wet-behind-the-ears youth. In a swift move, he propelled her backward into the shadows under the staircase, pulled her body against him, bent low, and claimed her mouth.

Soft lips yielded under his firm ones. Glad to discover she wasn’t skittish, Cam rested his hands at her waist, small and curved from what he could feel through the layers. In return, she set her gloved hands upon his chest.

Their kiss continued without protest, so he tilted his head, slanting his mouth to better cover hers. Cam wanted to nibble her full lower lip, but that seemed rash. Nevertheless, he couldn’t help touching it with his tongue, licking its plump shape, tasting her.

Almost instantly, she parted her lips, and his tongue slipped inside.

Exploring her sweet mouth, he lost track of time until he heard footsteps coming down the stairs above their heads. Quickly, he broke contact and jumped back before taking hold of her hand and pulling her from the secluded area out into the light of the hall.

Margaret looked delightfully dazed, and her mouth had the slightly swollen appearance of the freshly kissed. A swell of pride arose in him.

Most importantly, he needed to ensure they didn’t appear to have been loitering or doing precisely what it looked like they’d been doing.

“Yes,” he said, loudly, “I agree it was a shame so many houses had to be demolished for Waterloo Bridge Station, but in the end, I’m sure it will benefit Londoners tremendously.”

Margaret looked at him as if he’d gone mad. Then she smiled and began to giggle.

“Of course, my lord,” she said, trying to catch her breath, “Waterloo Bridge Station!”

By this time, the footsteps, two pairs in fact, had reached the bottom of the stairs and were chasing behind them into the dining room. The wayward girls had reappeared.

“Is it time to eat?” Beryl asked, moving past them to examine what had already been laid out. Small meat-filled pastries one could pick up with one’s fingers, equally small squares of mince tart, and more was being brought from the kitchen on trays. The pudding display had not even been put out.

“No, it is not yet time,” Cam said, grateful for the ordinary task of chastising his cousin. “The dancing has barely begun. Anyway, it is a warm enough evening. Why don’t you and Eleanor take a stroll in the garden? I think I saw fireflies by the roses.”

The girls laughed, and Beryl rolled her eyes. “We don’t care about fireflies, Cousin. But we will go outside anyway. Maybe we will spot some couples kissing out there.”

They wandered toward the door, but then Beryl paused. “Just the same as we found some kissing in here.”

Disappearing in a peal of even louder laughter, the girls left them in silence.

Cam looked at Margaret who stared back at him.

“Oh dear,” she said at last, though she didn’t look particularly concerned. “Eleanor won’t say anything, my lord. Do not worry overmuch about her. What of Beryl?”

“Beryl needs to be locked up until she learns some manners. I’m afraid she is running a little wild here without her mother’s supervision.”

“I believe she would say it was you and I who were running a little wild.”

He grinned at her. “Touché.”

Should he mention anything more about the kiss? Any apology would be a lie, and she seemed the type who wouldn’t take kindly to him pretending regret any more than she would pretend outrage.

Deciding to leave it as a particularly good memory of this party, Cam gestured to the feast being constructed by the servants who kept hurrying in and out of the room with still more trays laden with food.

“Would you like to taste anything before the herd of hungry dancers storms in?”

“Thank you, no.” She gave him a long look that left him wondering, but all she said was, “I had better return to my family.”

Taking her arm, Cam led her back into the parlor, feeling a strange sense of accomplishment. He had kissed the prettiest woman at the party.

Hell’s bells! He’d kissed the prettiest woman in all of London.

Unfortunately, hovering around her sister and mother were Lords Fowler and Burnley, viscounts both. Cam couldn’t find any fault with either of them except they existed and were now going to be close to Margaret.

At that moment, there was nothing much he could do except dance with other guests and keep his eye on her. Luckily, Lady Chatley, who was pleasant if a little bland for someone of her youth, had finished the previous dance and hopefully would welcome the next with him.

In no way could he have imagined in thirty minutes by his pocket watch, he would find Margaret kissing another man.
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Chapter Four


“You looked a likely pair,” Lady Blackwood said, after Lord Cambrey was out of hearing.

Maggie smiled. A likely pair. She hoped so. But what could she say without gushing like a ninny?

“The earl is a superb dancer.”

“But do you like him?” Jenny asked.

“Well of course, I like him,” Margaret answered. What a silly question her sister had asked. So unlike her. “After all, what is there not to like?”

Sighing, Jenny tapped her toe as the musicians signaled the start of the next dance.

In the absence of Lord Westing, with whom she’d greatly enjoyed a number of discussions and dances but who apparently had not been invited, Maggie took the hand of Lord Burnley, who was an admirable polka dancer. When the musicians played two polkas back to back, it seemed only natural to dance a second with him and then to go in search of refreshments together.

The evening was a grand success, mostly because of John Angsley’s incredible kiss. Who knew a kiss could be like that, full of the promise of even more delight?

Thinking of it, recalling the feel of his lips—and his tongue!—and how her body had reacted with heat and fluttering and even dampness, all those thoughts had kept her mind busy through the two dances while she smiled and kept up her steps.

While sipping ginger beer, when the fair-haired viscount suggested they take a stroll in Lord Cambrey’s garden, she accepted. After all, what harm could there be when Beryl and Eleanor were, in all probability, swinging from the trees like little monkeys and keeping their beady eyes on everyone?

Oddly, however, the garden was deserted. Maggie felt a queer sensation in her stomach as she realized she was alone with a man for the second time in one evening. What did that say of her character? She had no idea. She didn’t feel loose or immoral. She simply wanted to experience a little life. Surely at her age, such a longing was acceptable.

Leaving their glasses on the railing, they stepped down from the terrace and into the well-kept gardens.

“It’s quite dark,” Maggie said, because it surprised her as the Devere townhouse in which she now resided had lamps burning nearly every night in the yard. Still, she realized the foolishness of her statement. Of course, it was dark! It was nighttime and the exterior of the house had not been set up for guests. They should return indoors at once.

Instead, Lord Burnley tucked her arm under his, and they walked down one narrow path, past a birdbath, and down another until they’d traversed the relatively small garden, ending up at the back wall.

“I know we’ve only been introduced a few times and danced even fewer, but I have watched you and asked after you, Miss Blackwood.”

“Really?” Maggie let him step closer. As Lord Burnley gave off no hint of danger, she allowed him to continue.

“Yes, really. I should very much like to get to know you better. From what I know already, you have a lovely disposition.”

She nearly laughed.

“That’s kind of you to say, my lord. Perhaps the exchange of a vowel is in order as more might call me lively than lovely in regards to my disposition, and not always in a complimentary way, either.”

He smiled at her.

“Difficult to believe. I’ve heard only from your admirers.”

Her admirers? Such as John Angsley, she hoped.

Suddenly, she wished to get a little closer to the house and to the light, which she could see spilling from inside through the many windows.

“Shall we?” Maggie gestured back the way they’d come.

“Of course,” the viscount agreed, and they turned as one toward the house. “May I call on you at your brother-in-law’s home?”

Considering the matter for a moment, she didn’t feel the rush to say absolutely yes as she had when John asked her to go riding. Yet, neither did she feel a definite no. In the back of her mind always was the thought of what had happened to her older sister. Jenny had accepted on faith and a verbal promise Lord Michael Alder was going to declare for her, and then in the blink of an eye, he broke that faith.

No arrangement was certain, Maggie knew that, not until a contract was signed and a ring was placed on one’s finger, even then …

“Yes, you may.” And she looked at him to bolster her rather cool response with her practiced smile.

Soon they were back at the steps of the veranda, and Lord Burnley’s hand stroked her arm by her elbow above her glove.

“Miss Blackwood.” He held her still.

“Yes?” Turning to him, she felt a small jolt of excitement.

His blue eyes looked very dark in the dim light and intensely focused on her, his pleasing face was made more interesting by the play of shadows, and his pale hair was catching the light, shining like a halo.

“I know this is terribly forward,” Lord Burnley said quietly, “but I should very much like to kiss you. May I?”

Her heart sped up. Oh dear. She knew it was wrong to kiss John one minute and then Lord Burnley, whose given name she couldn’t recall, the next. However, she did want to kiss him. If only to compare. If only to know without a doubt how special it was with John. How else was she to find out if the sensation coursing through her body when John kissed her was extraordinary or the same as she would feel with every kiss?

There was really only one way.

“Yes.”

He didn’t hesitate, which she liked about him. Lowering his head, he pressed his mouth against hers, even tilting his head as John had done.

His lips were not unpleasant. They were firm and dry. His breath was clean with a hint of ginger. His clean-shaven face was not abrasive. He didn’t nibble her or lick her lower lip. And she felt no inclination to part her lips and touch his tongue.

This kiss felt … nothing like John’s kiss. Agreeable but not toe-curling. Her heart didn’t pound, and she didn’t get warm and moist. She didn’t even mind when it ended. Everything about it was exactly how a kiss ought to be, except for the man doing the kissing.

Maggie had her answer.

And then she heard a cough, or it might have been a growl.

They broke apart with haste, and she turned to see John standing above them on the raised terrace. Backlit by the lights of his own home, Lord Cambrey’s face was in darkness. Even so, Maggie could detect an angry scowl. Her insides quivered at the position in which she’d foolishly let herself be discovered. Not because she worried over her reputation, for John would say nothing to anyone, nor because she wished the kiss could have continued.

No, her only regret was in piling on the offense of missing their dance at the Marechal’s ball, she’d now shown herself to be as flighty and shallow as she’d heard some claim. Usually those accusations were whispered by other women blatantly jealous of her appearance, looking for some fault to find.

Though Maggie knew better than to claim credit for her looks, if she hurt John, she certainly would have to accept the blame for her thoughtless actions.

“Miss Blackwood, is that you in the darkness?”

How kind of him to pretend he could barely see them.

“Yes, Lord Cambrey, it is. Are you looking for me?” She moved away from Lord Burnley’s side and began to climb the stone steps.

“I told your mother I would seek you out. Your sister is not feeling quite herself and wishes to leave. Since Eleanor has already reappeared, it is only you they are waiting for.”

His voice was calm, but she could detect an edge to it she’d never heard before. Censoring, disappointed, perhaps let down.

An unfamiliar emotion, shame, trickled through her, causing her throat to tighten. When John did not touch her, did not even take her arm as they reentered his home, she felt a keen sense of loss. Behind her, she heard Lord Burnley’s footfalls on the steps but didn’t turn to acknowledge him.

John uttered not another word, and they walked in silence down the hallway to the party. Regret consumed her, making her fervently wish she could undo what she’d done, or at least have done it somewhere more discreetly. If only she could have made her discovery over the uniqueness of her feelings for the earl without having been discovered by him.

Blast it!

What’s more, her fall from John’s good graces was for nothing because Jenny had recovered her good health with a glass of chilled tonic water and mint leaves. They were staying at the party. Everyone now began to move toward the dining room precisely as Maggie reached her family.

With a silent nod, John disappeared into the throng. When next she saw him, he was holding a plate for Jane Chatley while the lady chose what to stuff into her great smiling gob.

“Maggie, are you listening?” Her mother’s voice broke through her unkind thoughts.

“Yes, Mummy. What did you say?”

“If you have to ask, then no, you were not listening.”

Hearing Eleanor laugh, Maggie turned to her, a flash of irritation nearly making her order her sister to behave. Seeing her sister’s wide eyes and innocent face, however, she stopped. She had no one to blame but herself. She was the one who needed to behave better.

Instead of the nasty remark she nearly made, Maggie asked Eleanor, “What do you fancy eating? I say we try everything. It’s important to try new things,” she added. “Otherwise, how will one know what one truly likes.”

Jenny’s questioning eyebrows made Maggie stop talking and pick up a plate. Then she added, “I, for one, am going to eat oysters on toast.”
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Groaning the next morning, Cam nearly didn’t rise at his accustomed early hour for a ride in the park. He had been up late, with the last stragglers leaving in the wee hours, long after the Blackwoods had left, thus long after he gave a damn about being at the party. He’d wanted everyone gone as soon as he’d seen Margaret letting Burnley kiss her.

Or had Margaret been kissing Burnley?

Either way, it made him irate and jealous, two feelings he didn’t normally associate with his thoughts of women.

Somehow, despite Margaret’s disappointing display, he’d had a passingly entertaining conversation with Lady Chatley, who clearly perused more than the fashion section of the daily rags. Moreover, she’d surprised him with her understanding of current affairs. They’d eaten together, standing in a corner, and then danced a few more dances.

Unfortunately, he’d spent too much time craning his neck to see with whom Margaret was partnered, ruining his enjoyment of dancing.

In fact, all enjoyment had been sucked from the night when he saw Burnley’s mouth trespassing where his had been a mere few minutes earlier. It made no sense how he could have misjudged the lady so badly in two regards. One, she seemed nothing like her loyal sister who was unwavering in her devotion to Simon Devere, no matter the length of his absence.

And two, Cam had imagined Margaret found their kiss to be as exceptional as he had. He assumed he’d had more experience—dammit, he hoped such was the case, or he’d misjudged her thrice. Even for him, who’d kissed his share of the fairer sex, the kiss had left him feeling intoxicated.

And wanting more.

In no way could he imagine laying claim to another lady’s lips a half hour later, so full were his thoughts of Margaret the-deuce-take-her Blackwood!

Cam had retired to his private room as the butler closed the doors on the last guests, and then he had drunk more than he ought, all the while knowing his head was going to ache in the morning. Better his head, he supposed, than his heart.

That organ was now utterly barred from being affected by the sparkling-eyed, fickle vixen.

Heaving himself out of bed, Cam ordered his horse saddled and made his way to Hyde Park. There, he gave the spirited gelding its head to run. As he whipped along the mostly empty bridal paths for a few minutes, he began to feel better.

After all, he was yet a virile man in possession of his health, living in London, the wealthiest, loveliest city in the world. He was an earl, though he would have preferred his father lived still and let Cam remain a viscount a few years longer.

However, fate was as it was, and as such, many doors were open to him. He had invested wisely and had good friends. He wanted for nothing except a wife, and he should count himself lucky there were many lovely ladies in Town. Furthermore, while still unmarried, he had many opportunities to visit the demimonde and have relations with a gorgeous and skilled Cyprian or two.

Yes, life was good.

And then he came upon Margaret Blackwood, riding with Burnley. Oh, and joy of joys, Westing, too, was astride a fine horse, along with another debutante and a maid as their companion.

As if the maid could do aught if those young bucks wanted to take advantage of the ladies!

As he passed, offering a nod of greeting, he saw Margaret’s face pale, no doubt realizing how incredibly capricious she appeared. Briefly, Cam wondered which lady had been asked by which gentleman? Was Margaret there at the behest of her favorite dance partner, Westing, or was she accompanying the man she’d kissed in Cam’s own garden, Burnley?

Then he galloped past, and it mattered not to him. After all, Miss Blackwood was only doing as all ladies did during a Season. So why did it seem almost shocking to him?

Instead of going home, he went to meet with a man who imported madeira. They had a productive conversation about diversity and investments, and how Cam might stand to make a good deal of money if he put some of his own into this man’s burgeoning business.

When he arrived home, he saw two things on the table in his hallway, a letter from Simon Devere, posted from the German Empire, and a calling card from Miss Margaret Blackwood.

How unexpected. What could she possibly want?
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Chapter Five


“Lord Cambrey to see you, my lady.”

Cam waited politely until he heard Jenny’s voice telling the butler to show him in.

When he strode into the room a moment later, he couldn’t help the smile that broke out on his face, knowing he was going to bring this sweet lady some good news for a change. Their friendship had grown over the weeks and months. He’d felt badly being the one to tell her of her husband’s disappearance onto the Continent, seeking treatment for some personal ailment.

He’d tried to make up for it, though, by watching over her at various social events, when he could tear his gaze from Margaret. He’d even rescued Jenny from an encounter with Viscount Alder, the cad who had broken their verbal marriage agreement. Now, he considered this woman his friend.

Nevertheless, Cam had to acknowledge he didn’t want to encounter her sister. There would be an element of awkwardness, and for some reason, he thought he might feel the entirely foreign sensation of humiliation. To have his kiss topped by another’s so quickly seemed an insult.

Jenny rose to her feet at his entrance, and he could see tears already glistening in her intelligent eyes.

“You’ve heard from Simon!”

“Yes, I have.” Pulling his best friend’s missive from his pocket, he handed it to her without preamble. Indeed, he was a little ashamed Simon had written to him and not to her. What was his friend thinking?

“May I?” she asked, even as she already reached her hand out, and he could see she was trembling. “It is not too personal?”

Dammit, Simon, what a mess you’re making of your new marriage!

“He’s your husband, and since it is all about you, no, there is nothing too personal. Though he might have my hide for boots if he knew I was showing it to you rather than summarizing the message.”

After giving him her sweet smile, she read the letter. All the while, he stood silently, hoping Margaret was not going to pop into the room at any moment.

When Jenny gasped, he knew she’d read the ending.

“He’s coming back!”

They shared a happy look.

“And greatly improved.” At least, that’s what Cam took the letter to mean.

She waved the piece of paper around as if to scatter his words.

“He was perfectly fine as he was.” As her tears began to flow, he whisked out one of his handkerchiefs from his pocket and offered it to her. Then he gave her a moment to collect herself.

After she dabbed at her eyes, she told him, “I needed no improved Simon. However, if he is happier, then everything we have gone through has been worth it.”

“You truly are a rare gem, Lady Lindsey.”

A lovely ruddy bloom appeared on her cheeks. Then she surprised him with her next words. “As is my sister.”

He felt the pleasant expression freeze on his face. Refusing to comment on Margaret, he concentrated on his friend’s return.

“It appears we can expect the wayward Simon within weeks. And the ton that has declared him lost, demented, even a fugitive from the reality of the present, they can eat their words with a large helping of crow.”

Her countenance went through a myriad of emotions.

“Why are you rolling your eyes and looking suddenly so exasperated?” he asked.

“I am merely impatient to lay eyes on him. And I want to shake him for leaving without telling me anything.”

“Understandable.”

“My manners have failed me. I should have offered you something when you arrived. Will you stay? Maggie should be home any moment. She went riding with Eleanor.”

Perfect. If he hurried, he could avoid an encounter with the mercurial Margaret altogether.

“My apologies, but I must be off. Thank you for your offer. Give my regards to your mother.”

Faster than he’d moved since outrunning a vicious dog when trespassing in an orchard as a student at Eton, Cam hightailed it from the townhouse on Portman Square.

No, he was not a coward, he assured himself. But the Miss Blackwood had the power to twist his insides if he let her, and he didn’t intend to let her.
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Maggie tried to swallow the nervousness that kept exhibiting itself as a large, uncomfortable lump in her throat and distracted herself by staring out of the carriage window.

She needn’t be nervous, she told herself. She hadn’t done anything wrong really. In fact, by kissing Lord Burnley, she’d made such a lovely discovery about how truly special John’s kiss had been, he should actually be grateful she’d done what she’d done.

On her way to John’s home, with one of the Devere maids as her companion, Maggie was determined to explain her actions to him satisfactorily so they could return to the familiar footing they’d enjoyed before he’d encountered her in his garden.

And from there, they could move on to a deeper relationship, which she found herself thinking about daily. An association with John Angsley. Perhaps receiving an offer from him by the end of the Season. Being engaged to John. Becoming Mrs. John Angsley. Lady Cambrey. Countess of Cambrey. They all sounded quite splendid!

What had she expected by leaving a calling card? She’d hoped to catch him at home after he’d seen her riding with Westing and Burnley at Hyde Park. Goodness, what must he have thought? She’d felt the need to explain how she had to honor her commitments, if only so her friend Ada wouldn’t have to cancel the ride. For certainly, Ada couldn’t have gone without her, not with two gentlemen! Moreover, Ada had been the one paired with Burnley for the entire excursion.

However, John hadn’t been at home that morning, nor had he responded by way of a note. What’s more, Jenny had told her he’d visited their townhouse the very next day with news of her sister’s husband. Margaret had missed seeing him by only a few minutes, and for that, she was sorely disappointed.

His lack of response, unfortunately, meant she had to trek over to his home, once again uninvited. A tad humiliating, too. Luckily, last time, his mother and Beryl had also been out, thus no one had witnessed her coming and going from Cavendish Square.

Lifting the large brass door knocker, she let it fall. Maggie repeated this once more, then waited, glancing at her maid who stood dutifully at her side.

In mere seconds, the Cambrey butler opened the door and, upon seeing who was on the step, drew it wide, stepped back, and let them enter.

“Miss Blackwood,” he said in his low voice, bowing.

“Is Lord Cambrey at home?”

She had repeated the same scene just days earlier. This time, though, the answer was far more satisfactory.

“Yes, miss. Is his lordship expecting you?”

Maggie twisted her mouth. The butler would know he was not, for that was his job, to know his master’s schedule among other things. She could not lie.

“No. I was passing by and hoped to speak with him.”

“Yes, miss. If you will wait in the parlor.” He gestured toward the first open door, a room Maggie was all too familiar with. “I shall inform his lordship you are here.”

With that, the gray-haired man walked sedately down the hallway, past the stairs under which she had shared such a wonderful kiss with his master.

And it had been exactly that, truly wonderful.

Wandering into the parlor, which now looked very different from the night of the party, Maggie found herself a bit too anxious to sit down. When her maid went discreetly to stand a few feet away, she decided to use the time to gather her thoughts. Also, she ought to put herself in the best light for when he entered. Glancing at the large bay windows, the drapes pulled open, she decided to stand in front of the unlit fireplace, sideways to the sunlight, and thus neither entirely backlit nor entirely cast in shadow.

Then she waited. It seemed as if many minutes had passed, more than would reasonably be expected for the butler to tell John she was there and for him to leave whatever he was doing and come to her.

A few more minutes went by, and Maggie found herself shifting her weight from foot to foot. Maybe she should sit after all. Was it too late to change her position, find the best seat in the right light, and artfully arrange her skirts in a pleasing manner? She didn’t want to appear too comfortable, as if she was taking it for granted this might be her home someday. However, the longer she stood, the less she wanted to appear as if she were there like a beggar, hat in hand, hoping for his attention.

Another minute and her nerves had calmed. Instead, her anger had begun to boil.

The Earl of Cambrey was being purposefully rude. There could be no other explanation.

By the time Maggie heard footsteps, she was in high dudgeon. She let John enter the room before she stood slowly, deciding to appear as relaxed as possible when she felt like thumping him. Moreover, she knew instantly by his demeanor he had simply kept her waiting on purpose.

Should she take him to task for his rudeness? There was no question she must.

He sketched her a bow. “Miss Blackwood, I understand you want to see me.” And then he folded his arms.

Offering him the barest of curtsies, she took steps toward him, only stopping when she’d invaded the space society would deem polite.

“I wanted to see you, but that was many minutes hence. Now, I’m not sure.”

His eyes widened and his mouth opened slightly, the mouth that could give such delightful pleasure, which now she wanted to smack.

“Pray tell, Lord Cambrey, what has kept you from attending to your company so long I nearly left?”

By his expression, he hadn’t thought she would blatantly question him. It simply wasn’t done, and was considered terrible manners to make one’s host feel uneasy. Maggie didn’t give a damn.

Before he could say anything, she added, “I came to tell you something I thought you might find of interest, but now, I am unsure if you will find it of any interest.”

He uncrossed his arms. “I apologize for keeping you waiting. It was rude of me. Will you accept my apology?”

She hesitated, precisely long enough for him to doubt whether she would.

“I will.” After all, she knew he was still annoyed at having found her kissing Lord Burnley and then riding with two gentlemen the next day. She would allow him a little pique, but nothing more.

“Will you sit?” he asked, sounding much more like himself. He gestured for her to once more take a place on his pale blue sofa.

Without answer, she did.

“Is your mother or cousin at home?” she asked, suddenly realizing all three Angsleys may have shunned her.

“No. I assure you, if one of the fairer members of the family had been around, they would have come to you at once. Would you like tea?”

“No, thank you. I understand you had a letter from my brother-in-law. That was kind of you to bring it right over.”

“Yes. I—”

“However, you failed to leave a calling card or a message back for me. Did you not receive my card?”

Again, he looked surprised at her bluntness. She didn’t care if she shocked him with her disregard of the usual polite pretense that one was not offended. For she definitely was offended.

“I believe, Miss Blackwood, one’s actions oft beget a response in kind.”

Maggie nearly frowned but, remembering how she might create wrinkles in her forehead, refrained from doing so.

“I do not take your meaning, my lord.”

John hesitated, and in that hesitation, she realized something unpleasant was about to be said to her. Bracing herself, she blinked at him.

“In truth,” he said, “I am adjusting my notion of you, and while thus doing, I am afraid I am behaving poorly.”

It was her turn to widen her eyes.

“You see,” he continued, “I believed we had an understanding, though indubitably, a very slight one. And I also had a misconception of you, which I am now correcting. Neither of these issues is your fault, though, and therefore, I confess my treatment of you is unkind. While you have the excuse of youth and a general frivolity of nature, I am older and should have known better than to act as I have.”

Then he stopped talking. Maggie was flummoxed. She had no idea what to say though she was certain she had been insulted, called the equivalent of immature and shallow.

“I see.” She rose to her feet.

John did the same.

Realizing she hadn’t said what she’d intended, Maggie sat again.

Frowning, he sat, too.

However, she’d been insulted. Standing once more, she fully planned to walk out.

Lord Cambrey quickly stood again, as well.

Still she hesitated.

“Miss Blackwood, would you care to tell me why you wished to speak with me?”

Staring hard at him, at his soft hazel eyes, her stomach twinged. Her stomach never did that when she was with any of the other men she knew. Sighing, she sat once more.

As soon as he had done the same, she began. “I felt badly at how you came upon me, or rather, us, in your garden, and I wanted to tell you so.”

John held up a hand. “Please, Miss Blackwood, you are ill-advised to speak of a transgression, even with someone who witnessed it.”

Maggie nearly laughed. Was he actually pursing his lips, this man who had held her close a mere few feet from a roomful of partygoers?

“You sound like a prude, Lord Cambrey, though I know firsthand you are not one.”

“A prude?” His expression showed he was not pleased.

“Indeed,” she told him. “Moreover, I know a little about your reputation. You like to spend time at White’s, but you do not frequent the terrible gaming hells, nor are you in danger of losing your family’s fortune. I have never seen you in your cups, nor have any in my acquaintance, and therefore, I assume you are not a drunkard.”

He looked as if he had no idea how to respond.

Warming to the topic of her personal expertise on his nature, Maggie added, “You have escorted more than one Cyprian to the opera and to the ballet, though it seems you have not had an association with more than one at the same time. Since you are not married, I do not hold such behavior against you, especially as you had none of these ladies at your home, to the best of my knowledge. What’s more, you kissed me under the stairs, thus I do not think you a prude. So why can’t we speak freely?”

His mouth was open again. In a second, he snapped it closed. Then he ran a hand over his eyes. When he looked at her once more, he seemed almost surprised to see her still sitting there. Or maybe he wished her to have disappeared.

“For one thing, Miss Blackwood, we are not alone.” He kept his gaze firmly on hers, yet she knew he meant her maid, whom she’d practically forgotten and who was seated in the far corner next to a tall potted palm.

Perhaps Maggie was too trusting, but she’d never had one of their staff betray a family confidence, at least not that she knew.

“Bess,” she called to her maid. Silence.

Turning in her seat and looking over the back of the sofa, Maggie tried again. “Bess.”

The woman stirred, yawned, stretched, and then at last turned toward her mistress. Her cheeks flushed bright red, truly shocked to see two people staring at her from across the room.

“Bess, would you like to go to the kitchen and tell Lord Cambrey’s cook you need a cup of tea. Oh, and if they have any sponge, you must have a slice. I will call you when I’m ready to leave. I won’t be long.”

Standing slowly, looking from her mistress to the earl, she was evidently unsure if she should leave Maggie alone.

“Go on now, tea and sponge or a biscuit,” Maggie ordered. “Whatever Lord Cambrey’s cook has for sweets. It will perk you right up.”

“Yes, miss.” Backing toward the door while keeping her eyes on Maggie and Lord Cambrey, she finally turned and fled.

“I don’t believe she heard anything we were discussing. Don’t you think it would be the height of boredom to spend your days eavesdropping? I imagine Bess has her own thoughts to keep her occupied.”

“Frankly, I think you are naïve as all get-out. You were extremely fortunate your maid had nodded off. If that is your method for keeping things private, remind me never to tell you a secret.”

Maggie laughed. They were becoming friends again. She was certain.

“Where were we? Oh, yes, I was telling you how I felt badly you came upon me and Lord—”

“Yes, I know whom you were with.” He leaned back and crossed his arms again.

“And I believe you now have the wrong impression of me, which pains me.”

“Really? I suppose you are going to shower me with a heartfelt apology as you did for cutting me at the dance. Except, as I recall, you didn’t really apologize for that, either.”

She felt her ire growing.

“I believe I did offer you an apology in measure with the offense you believe I committed, namely neglecting to look at my dance card.”

“Oh, I see,” he drew out the end of the word. “A tempered apology, moderated and diluted until it is only what you deem I deserve for the small portion of the insult toward me.”

Sighing, Maggie was finding this harder than she’d anticipated.

“I thought we were past that supposed but unintentional offense. In any case, I am not going to apologize for kissing Lord Burnley. In fact, I wanted to tell you it was a good thing I did. Though in truth, I did not kiss him. Well, not any more than I kissed you. In point of fact, he kissed me.”

John looked pained. Such was the only word for his expression.

“You are happy he did so?” he asked, his voice sounding odd.

“Immensely.” Finally, they were getting somewhere, she thought. Now she could tell him of her great discovery, Lord Burnley’s kiss was nothing compared to his.

“And you felt the need to tell me.”

“Well, yes, of course, because—”

A soft rap sounded at the door, and John looked relieved at the interruption. “Come in.” He invited quickly.

His butler, the same who had shown her in, entered the room.

“Lady Emily Chatley and Lady Jane Chatley to see you, my lord.”

The annoyance Maggie felt was equal to a bee sting as had happened to her twice as a child in their country home in Sheffield. She used to get too close to the beautiful flowers in her mother’s garden, competing with the bees for the most fragrant blooms until she learned her lesson. Jane Chatley obviously thought John Angsley to be quite the eligible bloom.

What a nuisance, right when they were coming to an understanding, too. What’s more, John seemed to be finished with their discussion. He stood quickly and glanced at his pocket watch.

“I hadn’t realized the time. Tell them to wait in the drawing room, Henry.”

“Yes, my lord.” And the butler backed out, closing the door behind him.

“While our conversation has been most enlightening, I have a previous engagement, and I don’t want to keep the Ladies Chatley waiting.”

No, of course not, not like he kept her waiting! Maggie was practically being thrown out.

“If you stay here a moment, Miss Blackwood, I’ll have the vigilant Bess returned to you before you depart. Please give your mother, Lady Lindsey, and Miss Eleanor my best regards.”

With a curt nod, he walked out, leaving the door open behind him. If she’d hoped for another kiss, she would be sorely disappointed, and she was. Not even a brush of his lips over her knuckles.

She sniffed. Was she losing her charm? She had neglected to give him her dazzling smile. Clearly, that had been a fatal mistake. What’s more, she wondered if she would ever get the chance.

The only bright spot—Jane Chatley was not meeting alone with him but had her dear mama playing chaperone. But what if it were an important discussion? What if it were about a very serious matter indeed?

Oh dear!
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Chapter Six


Cam tried to focus on the Chatleys. Truly, he tried. After such a bizarre encounter with Margaret, though, all he could do was ruminate upon what she’d said.

How impossibly strange for her to come to his home and tell him directly and in person she’d enjoyed kissing Burnley.

Why on earth would she think that a good idea?

For the upcoming match, the Cambrey family, along with the Chatleys, would host at Lord’s Cricket Ground in St. John’s Wood. Jane and her mother had a hundred ideas regarding the outdoor banquet before the match, designed to raise money for orphans. He ought to be entirely focused on the important occasion. However, Cam could only hope he’d made all the right responses and nodded at the correct moments, and he was relieved when the ladies rose to leave.

If only Simon were back so they could have a serious talk, man to man. Cam didn’t feel close enough to anyone else in London to discuss the infernal woman who seemed to still be filling his head with her strange words. Moreover, Simon knew Margaret through his marriage. If anyone could tell him whether the woman was insane or merely immature, he could.

He knew in his heart he ought to stop thinking about her altogether. If he truly wanted a wife, he could hardly do better than Jane Chatley, with her poised manner, her softly spoken words, and her attractive face. She was shapely in a classic way, and she never puzzled him or caused him to want to throttle her. In a word, she was perfect for him. He could already envision their Christmas parties at his family’s home, Turvey House in Bedford, where she would make their guests feel warm and welcome. Never uncomfortable.

Cam knew if he married Jane, at no time would he wonder if she were going to kiss another man. Also, they would have exceedingly well-behaved children.

He would never have to see those wickedly glistening, gold-tinged eyes or her breathtakingly dazzling smile again. Not ever.

It would be heaven.

So why did it seem like a lifetime of deadly dullness?
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Fine! Perfect! Brilliant! Lord Westing had left his calling card while Maggie was out having a perfectly terrible time at John Angsley’s townhouse.

Good! She would send Lord Westing, whom she would start to think of as his given name, Christopher, a return missive. She would allow him to call on her. She would invite him to go driving. She might even ask him to damn well kiss her, to carry on her experiment. In which case, she would hope for better results than with Lord Burnley, for she wanted to have that same exciting sensation as she’d had with John.

With a man who didn’t seem set against her, and surely not one who was falling for the incomparable Jane Chatley.

Over the course of the next few weeks of the Season, Christopher kept her busy, though they didn’t form an exclusive attachment. In fact, the closer they became as friends, the less she could picture him as her husband. Lord Burnley was still writing his name on her dance card as well as Lord Fowler, and other gentlemen. Oddly, the subject of kissing did not come up with any of them, nor did the situation arise. Maggie had to face it, she was in a blue huff and didn’t feel like kissing anyone.

The other blight on her enjoyment was being forced to see John with Lady Chatley upon more than one occasion. When Maggie did encounter him alone, he did nothing more than politely nod as if they were the most distant of acquaintances. She usually stuck her tongue out at the back of his head if she thought herself unobserved.

It was most tiresome for he filled her thoughts in quiet moments and distracted her when she was otherwise occupied. She seemed to conjure John Angsley at events, nearly always with Jane, until Maggie supposed he must have a formal agreement with her—or was close to having one.

One afternoon, Christopher was dropping her home when he offered her an invitation to something a little different than their usual events.

“Will you accompany me to a sporting event? It’s a cricket match with a banquet beforehand. There will be others whom I believe you know, including Baron Ellis’s daughter. It will be a jolly group.”

“Cricket?” Maggie repeated. Immediately, she recalled a time she’d sat next to John Angsley before the Season started. “Yes, I do enjoy cricket.”
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And then her Season was interrupted again, as it had been the year before. This time, though, in a happy way by the return of her sister’s husband, “Lord Despair” as Maggie had called him along with most of the cruel-tongued ton.

However, Simon Devere, Lord Lindsey, seemed despondent no longer. What’s more, her sister was once more glowing with happiness and with the babe blossoming inside her. Now, the heir could become public knowledge.

Maggie knew John had come by more than once to sit in the parlor with his best friend and talk. She’d stayed clear, not wishing to end up as the topic of the gentlemen’s discussion, should John be reminded of her existence.

And then one morning, quite by accident, she nearly plowed into him as she entered the dining room.

“Oh.” Maggie stopped in her tracks at seeing the earl in her path. It was the first time they’d been in such close proximity in weeks. Merely from his gaze locking with hers, appearing more green than brown due to his colorful cravat, she felt her cheeks warm.

Beyond him were her older sister and her husband.

“Miss Margaret,” John said, offering her a shallow bow.

“Lord Cambrey,” she returned with a deeper curtsey. “Have you just arrived? Are you joining us for breakfast?”

She nearly bit her tongue off. He was plainly at the door and about to leave. Why had she invited him like that, sounding far too desirous of his company?

It didn’t matter, for his answer was as expected.

“No, my lady, I was on my way out.”

My lady! Was he so used to addressing Lady Jane Chatley he forgot Maggie had no such title?

“Very well,” she bit out, keeping her back straight and striding past him to the sideboard to help herself to her morning meal. If John didn’t wish to even sit at the table with her, she could dismiss him as easily.

“I’ll see you out,” she heard her brother-in-law offer.

Keeping her back to the proceedings, she picked up a warm plate and took her time selecting a pastry and some eggs.

“Good day, Lady Lindsey,” John said to Jenny.

Maggie placed a sausage smack on top of the eggs.

“And to you, Miss Margaret.”

She didn’t turn at his voice. She cared not a fig for his good wishes. Yet, she had to be civil or her sister would know something was bothering her. Then Jenny would never leave her alone until she’d worried it out of her.

“Good day to you, Lord Cambrey.” Maggie stabbed at a piece of ham and piled it on as well.

And then he was gone, along with her appetite.

She wanted to forget how he looked, strikingly handsome even when he wasn’t smiling at her, and with eyes that made her catch her breath.

Jenny stared at her for a moment.

“I would have expected you to invite Lord Cambrey to eat with us and not take no for an answer.”

Maggie took a seat across from her sister, amazed at how much food she’d put on her plate. The deuce take John Angsley! Her heartbeat had returned to normal, and with him gone, she could relax, being neither observed nor judged. Most positively, she didn’t want to be compared to the incomparable Jane, who most likely never ate before noon, and then, most likely, nothing but clear broth.

“What has happened?” Jenny asked, pouring herself a cup of tea from the pot on the table.

“About what?” Maggie asked, attempting to sound oblivious.

“With you and Lord Cambrey, of course.”

Maggie paused before responding, cutting the end of the thick sausage, spearing it with her fork, and holding it to her mouth.

“I have no idea to what you’re referring. What about me and Lord Cambrey?”

Then she put the food in her mouth and gazed back at her sister while she chewed.

Jenny frowned. “I thought … that is, don’t you enjoy his company?”

Maggie shrugged, reached for a piece of toast from the center silver holder, tapped off the crumbs, and buttered it. Then she considered her choices: gooseberry or strawberry jam? Deciding on the gooseberry, she lifted the silver lid from the glass pot and dipped her knife in before spreading a generous layer onto her toast.

“He is nice enough, I suppose. Though, he is certainly no Lord Westing.”

There, that should put an end to her big sister’s prying.

“I see.”

Now, to push it home with a dash of reasonableness with which her pragmatic sister could not possibly argue.

“There is nothing to see, really, Jenn. I am meeting many gentlemen I like this Season. There is no reason to set my cap for any single one of them now.”

Jenny laughed.

“Now what is it?” Maggie asked.

“I just realized I was fretting over you sounding so practical, when you are saying exactly what I would wish you to say.”

Well done, Maggie thought. If only she truly felt that way. She would rather have the whole matter done and dusted, with her heart captured by one man who felt the same in return and was ready to offer for her hand.

If only. Instead, she feared the Season would drag on with her not feeling a particular tendre for any of the men who currently pursued her. And suddenly, the long weeks ahead didn’t seem entertaining at all.

Even less so when a couple weeks later, Maggie walked into the drawing room to find Eleanor having a spirited discussion with Jenny over the latter’s imminent departure for Sheffield. Yes, her sister was in the family way, but this seemed far sooner than expected to lose her to the country.

“I can’t believe you’re leaving before the Season’s end.” Maggie tried to keep the dismay from her voice, but Jenny was their rudder. The notion of having to be the responsible one for both her mother and Eleanor was slightly terrifying.

True, it had been two months since Simon’s return, and he’d dutifully escorted all of them to many events, and yes, her sister deserved to have the remainder of her lying-in happen exactly how and where she wanted. In fact, Jenny hadn’t really wanted to come to London in the first place, even before she’d known she was with child.

“I want to take long walks, and I can’t do so here,” Jenny explained, sounding patient but determined. Evidently, she would not be swayed.

“Most women only want to lie abed,” Eleanor complained. “You can do that here in London.”

How on earth did Eleanor know anything about what women wanted when with child? Maggie wondered.

“Or perhaps they are given no choice.” Jenny crossed her arms. “Besides, what difference does it make if I’m locked away here in this house or back at Belton?”

Maggie was convinced her expression was as downtrodden as Eleanor’s. In truth, though, Jenny had started to stay home with Eleanor more and more, sometimes not staying awake to hear her mother and sister’s excited reports of a ball or a dinner party.

Reaching out, she touched Jenny’s arm.

“It does make a difference. We love you, and your presence is always welcome, even if you are back here at home waiting to hear the details of what’s happening with Lady Pomley or Lord Twiggins.”

Maggie could feel tears crowding her eyes, but this was the time to consider her sister’s well-being above all else.

“However, I completely understand I’m being selfish. You should do what’s best for you at this time. If you feel the need for country air and walks in the field, then those are what you should have.”

“Thank you.” Jenny sounded so relieved at having Maggie’s support, she felt positively saint-like.

Eleanor sighed. “I suppose we must get used to being without you, in any case. When we get back to Sheffield, we’ll be in our home and you’ll be far away in your manor.”

They all laughed at Eleanor’s flare for drama, and Jenny put her arm around both of them.

“You know you can visit anytime. Besides, it’s only a mile from door to door.”
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Maggie was glad they had one more event to attend together, and she laced her arm through Jenny’s as they entered the Fortner’s residence. A more intimate affair than a coming-out ball, this dinner and dance would have only about sixty people, all friends of the hosts. There were many married couples, supposedly to offer a good example of what awaited the bachelors and single ladies should they accept the handfasting rope.

Playing matchmaker, the hostess had paired up the eligibles for the evening, each person having someone to sit with at dinner and with whom to dance.

Maggie felt a few butterflies, wondering with whom she had been partnered, hoping against hope it could be John Angsley, which meant he would be forced to spend the evening with her. If it happened, she hadn’t decided whether she would charm him out of his stockings or be cool as ice.

As Lord and Lady Fortner were good friends of Simon’s deceased father, he and Jenny were offered places of honor near the table’s head. When they left her side to take their places, Maggie’s escort for the evening appeared before her, Lord Christopher Westing.

She could own up to a sliver of disappointment, followed quickly by relief. With Christopher, she could relax. It would be a far easier evening, without any sparring, hurt feelings, or guilt.

When they were all seated, Lord Fortner called for quiet and introduced himself and his wife at the other end of the table. Making special note of his honored guests, Maggie’s heart swelled with pride when he introduced Lord and Lady Lindsey. Then the guests were charged with enjoying themselves and “not to bore the others.”

Everyone laughed. After a brief exchange with Christopher on her left, Maggie turned to her other side to greet a gentleman whom she’d never met before. In doing so, her gaze swept the far end of the table and she saw him. John! He was already deep in conversation with the granddaughter of their hosts, Lady Isabella Fortner.

Hm, at least it wasn’t the ever-present Lady Chatley.

Then John leaned back, and lo, there was Jane on his other side.

Which one was he paired with for the evening? Maggie supposed she would find out when the dancing began. Turning her attention back to Christopher, she knew she had better try to forget Lord Cambrey had ever kissed her.
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Cam couldn’t forget Margaret was seated at the end of the table between the infernal Westing and the newcomer, what was his name? Some sort of bird. No matter! For his part, he had Jane at his side, of whom he had grown increasingly fond. She was steady. Yet, he could occasionally hear Margaret’s effervescent laughter cut through the muddied voices of all the other diners. Like a particularly sonorous instrument to his ears, or like fine wine trickling down his throat when everyone else was like well water.

Stop it, Cam. What was Jane saying about the hors d’oeuvres they would serve before the banquet at the cricket match?

He felt himself frowning at his lovely companion. It seemed good ale and crusty bread, perhaps with thick slices of bacon interspersed, ought to be the food of choice. Or pork pies wrapped in waxy paper one could hold easily while watching the match. However, he doubted London’s finest would pay a hefty ticket price for such food, even for the orphans.

His mind wandered back to the stairwell in his own home, to the delight of feeling Maggie’s lips part beneath his. He could still recall the surge through his body as his yard rose to attention, and how easily he could imagine the pleasure they would give one another in the marital bed. Or in any bed, for that matter.

“Yes, fig glaze on crackers,” Jane was saying.

Cam wanted to glaze Maggie’s nipples with fig jelly and lick it off of her while she squirmed beneath him.

Christ!

Glancing down the end of the table again, his gaze met his best friend’s. Simon offered him a smile, oblivious in his own marital happiness to the torment his friend was undergoing. Simon deserved his newfound joy, and Cam only hoped the forthcoming heir would be delivered easily of Jenny. The two of them had suffered enough.

Speaking of suffering, he couldn’t keep his eyes off Margaret another moment, even though it was only the back of her lovely head since she was turned away and in close conversation with Westing.

Westing! Bah! If only there was one thing wrong with the man. That he had no flaws was the solitary trait one could hold against him. What an annoyance, this paragon. This—

“Do you agree?” Jane asked.

“Yes, fondant-iced cakes after the match,” Cam repeated the last words he’d heard.

How would Westing feel when Maggie led him on a merry dance and started to kiss Burnley or even the nameless man beside her? Would he give up as Cam had done, or would he dig in his heels and fight for her affections?

Undoubtedly, she was worth fighting for. Like Helen of Troy. As Maggie turned, she flashed her dazzling smile that stole the breath from his lungs. There it was, being wasted on all and sundry. Perhaps he had been too hasty in deciding she was not suited to being a wife, anyone’s wife, until she grew up. Possibly, the better course of action would be to offer tutelage as she matured into the spectacular woman she would become.

Reaching for his goblet, Cam drank down the Spanish red, hoping it had come from the business in which he’d invested. Then he signaled for more.
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Maggie began to fidget. This interminable meal had far too many courses. She was ready to dance. Westing was not as good at the polka as Burnley, but they made a good couple on the dance floor. She hoped for a quadrille and a few other of the Anglais country dances when couples mixed and danced with others.

Why? she asked herself. She knew why. Thus, even indirectly, she could dance with John.

There was no Grand March, but the first dance was indeed a quadrille, followed by another, and yet another, until every couple who wished had had a turn. Then a waltz. Then a comprehensive Anglais in which nearly everyone fit onto the dance floor in the Fortner’s grand room, which was serving as a ballroom.

Feeling a tremor of anticipation as she worked her way along the line, being twirled and spun by each gentleman, suddenly, she was in John’s arms once again.

She would savor it. Looking at him directly instead of off to the side as all the other dancers, Maggie took in his fine-looking face, positively appealing in every regard. And then, as their gazes locked, delicious warmth twisted through her.

She saw in his eyes he, too, felt something, like flame to a wick, stir between them. For a few seconds, they stared at one another. The music faded, as did the noise of the other couples enjoying themselves. She could hardly believe she was still dancing.

Gracious!

And then he spun her into the arms of the next dancer.
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To hell with decorum and being restrained by the whim of their hosts, Cam was determined to hold Margaret again. That brief moment during the Anglais country dance was torment when he had to give her up. Like passing the single most delectable morsel of sponge cake to the next unworthy diner while Cam was left with a feast of dry, tasteless blocks of wood.

No offense intended to the other ladies, especially Jane, whom many men would find delectable, he was sure, but she wasn’t Margaret. No one was. That was the problem.

Thus, as the first notes of a waltz began, when Jane was in the retiring room, Cam looked for Margaret. Westing stood next to her but was too foolish to have taken his partner to the dance floor. Instead, the marquess had turned away to speak with another couple.

Moving quickly, Cam crossed the parquet floor in three strides, grabbed Margaret by the wrist, and yanked her into the middle of the ongoing dance, making room for them among those already waltzing.

Obviously, she was stunned into silence for she hadn’t protested. With his hand on her back, Cam guided her around the floor. At last, he could take a moment to simply hold her body close against his and look down into her lovely, upturned face.

He half-expected to see a mask of fury. Any other lady might struggle, pull away, and leave him to be disgraced for poaching someone else’s partner and breaching dance-floor etiquette after the waltz had already started.

Instead, Margaret’s golden-brown eyes twinkled with excitement. Her gorgeous lips were upturned into a delighted bow. Apparently, he had done something right at last.

“That was very naughty of you, Lord Cambrey,” she said without a hint of censure. “Lord Westing might come after you and challenge you to a duel.”

“I would win,” he said, feeling utterly confident he spoke the truth. “However, we both know this is not exactly a dueling offense. After all, he has not declared for you. Has he?”

Her smile grew bigger. “Even if he had, I could certainly dance with you in a public place without causing an incident.”

Cam felt his heart stutter. “Has he?”

“Has he what?”

She was enjoying teasing him. It could be immensely fun in the bedroom, but not in the ballroom, and not about this.

“You know what. Has Westing offered for your hand?”

Her hesitation nearly did him in. Then slowly, Margaret shook her head.

“Not yet.”

Yet! He twirled her around the edge of the floor and back into the thick of the dancers.

“Are you expecting him to?”

Her catlike expression made him feel like a cornered mouse.

“Anything is possible, my lord. Don’t you think? Why, this very evening, Christopher might tell me he plans to speak with my mother. In the same way as you might offer for Lady Chatley.”

“Christopher?”

She merely shrugged delicately at her familiar use of Westing’s given name. The minx!

Aware by the music the dance was near its end, Cam maneuvered her once again to the far end of the dance floor. Then he guided her off of it altogether. A well-placed door offered him the escape he sought, and soon, they were on the other side in a long hallway. Alone.

He wasted no time. Glancing up and down the corridor to confirm their privacy, he backed Margaret Blackwood and all her lusciousness against the robin’s-egg blue wall, in between a portrait of an ugly man on her left and an even uglier woman on her right.

Peculiar, he thought, since the contemporary Fortners seemed like an attractive family.

Then Cam thought no more of anything as he pressed his advantage and, at the same time, pressed himself against the object of his most fervent desire.

Margaret went along willingly with everything he was doing. Even as he wove one of his thighs between her legs, hampered only by her skirts swirling around them both, she still said nothing, simply clinging to his upper arms.

Then she moaned softly, and he was lost. The sound tugged at his groin, and he lowered his head and claimed her lips. Finally.

Sighing, she opened her mouth under his almost at once, and he took what she willingly offered. Feeling her hands intertwine behind his neck and pull him closer, he pictured what they would look like to anyone who stumbled upon them. Her reputation would be ruined at once, and he would be forced to marry her.

Strangely, that didn’t bother him in the least. Though she might feel otherwise.

In any case, all Cam could do was deepen their kiss, exploring her mouth with his tongue before sucking on it. When he drew back to nibble on her full lower lip, dragging at it gently with his teeth, Margaret moaned again.

Arching into her lower body, he felt her hips lift toward him in response. He had never shared anything like this with a woman who wasn’t paid for the pleasure, making it a heady experience indeed.

Knowing he was pushing his luck, he finally pulled away. Someone, probably Westing, would come looking for her. Or maybe Simon. He would hate to have to explain to his best friend how he was practically ravishing his sister-in-law in the hallway of Fortner’s London home. No, that wouldn’t do at all.
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Chapter Seven


“We should return to the party.” Cam didn’t look down, for he didn’t want to draw Margaret’s attention to the bulge in the front of his trousers. Instead, he offered her his arm.

Margaret hesitated to take it, staring up at him with flashing eyes. Her chest was heaving delightfully, and she had bright spots of color on her creamy cheeks. Her mouth was reddened to perfection, unfortunately letting everyone who saw her know she’d been thoroughly kissed.

Perhaps they shouldn’t go back into the ballroom immediately. Taking her hand, which she’d pressed to her décolletage, the very spot where he wanted to place his lips and taste her, Cam tucked it into the crook of his arm.

“Why don’t we stroll the gallery a few minutes until we both return to a calmer state?”

At last she spoke. “That sounds like a good idea.”

Thus, when the ballroom doors opened a little while later, they were discovered merely discussing the merits of a Dutch painting with its intricate lacey detail.

“There you are.”

Surprisingly, it was Lady Chatley and not Westing who had come seeking. She gave them both a genuine smile, though he felt Margaret’s arm stiffen and pull away, taking her out of touching range altogether.

“John, it’s the most exciting news,” Jane began, and Margaret stepped back farther. “Prince Albert is coming to our cricket match! He wants to set up a private tent, of course, but he will donate quite a bit to the orphanage. And his attendance will assure us a large turnout. No word so far as to whether the queen will accompany him. She might though.” Jane clapped her hands. “Only think of the donations.”

She was practically prancing with excitement over this good fortune for the orphans of St. Giles.

“That’s wonderful news,” Cam said, though he wished he could have heard it later because, right then, even the queen herself wasn’t as important to him as Margaret. “Do you know Miss Blackwood?”

Jane stopped fidgeting and focused on Margaret. “Of course, yes! We’ve met before, haven’t we? I’m so sorry for my rudeness. It’s just this is absolutely thrilling. Did John tell you about our event?”

Cam cringed as she had twice used his given name. Too familiarly, and in front of the woman he’d recently kissed.

Margaret shook her head, her expression neutral. “No, I hadn’t heard.”

Before she could say more, Westing appeared in the hallway, followed by another couple of ladies who were, no doubt, heading for the retiring room to fix their ribbons.

“There’s my companion for the evening,” the marquess said, giving Cam the once over. However, since Jane Chatley was also there, he didn’t sound disapproving.

“I was looking at the Vermeer,” Margaret said, casually gesturing toward the painting.

“And I was hoping to claim another dance,” Westing said. “And your sister is looking for you. May I escort you back inside?” He offered his arm.

When Margaret took it, Cam couldn’t help but clench his jaw. They strolled away, the vixen of his dreams not even bestowing him with a backward glance.

At last, he could focus on Jane.

“From whom did you hear this information?”

“About the prince consort’s interest? I heard it from Sir Clark while we drank champagne only a few minutes ago.”

Good, then he could return to the ballroom and keep an eye on Margaret.

“Come, then, Jane. Introduce me to Sir Clark, and we’ll make sure the prince buys two dozen tickets at the least.”

With that, Cam took Jane’s arm and hurried her back into the dance.
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Maggie fairly floated through the rest of the evening. She could barely hear anything Westing or even her sister Jenny said to her. Entirely wool-gathering with a silly happy grin pasted to her face, she didn’t mind when the evening ended, and they climbed back into her brother-in-law’s carriage.

“Are you well?” Jenny asked.

Was she well? Maggie touched her own lips, still positive she could feel and taste John there. It was as if he’d branded her as his own. And the feel of his thigh against her most intimate, womanly parts had made her long for much more.

Never before had she wished to be unclothed with any man. Quite the opposite. Normally, she wanted to show off her figure in a gorgeous gown. Yet, after John’s kiss, she wanted to lie with him, with no finery between them at all. Absolutely bare. She wanted to touch him as much as she wanted to be touched.

“Mags?”

“I’m fine. It was a lovely evening, wasn’t it?”

Her sister sighed. “Truthfully, I’m glad it’s over. I’m ready for Sheffield.”

Her words brought Maggie into the present moment. Jenny was leaving shortly. Taking her hand, she squeezed it, looking over at her brother-in-law.

“You must take care of her,” she told Simon.

He smiled. “Precisely what I intend to do, for every moment before, during, and after our child is born.” He gave Jenny a loving smile.

Maggie sighed. “I’m so happy for you both.”

And now, she was happy for herself, too.
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All of London’s society was talking about the Chatley-Cambrey pre-match banquet. Not having realized it was the event to which Westing had invited her, Maggie would sit at a table with the marquess and his younger brother, as well as her friend, Ada, and two others of their acquaintance. Her sister Eleanor was attending, too, and would probably find Beryl Angsley awaiting her.

They would probably sit with John. Lucky girls!

When Maggie arrived, a crowd of attendees awaited Prince Albert, standing near the edges of his tent hoping to catch a glimpse of him. As far as everyone knew, the fundraising efforts, spurred by the promise of a royal presence, were wildly successful. There would be enough for two orphanages to be built and sustained for at least two years, keeping some of the thousands of “guttersnipes” or “mudlarks,” as the unfortunate children were called, off the streets. Even Simon and Jenny had donated a huge sum to the cause before they’d left London.

For her part, Maggie skirted the crowds, more desirous of seeing John than the prince consort, having not been in the earl’s company since the Fortner’s ball. Having examined what had occurred from every side, Maggie had mulled over any words he’d said, which had been very few. Most of their encounter had been spent kissing. What did it mean, if anything? It was the second time he’d taken tremendous liberties with her person, the second time she’d willingly let him.

What did he think of her for allowing such?

Did he do the same with other debutantes? she had wondered one night, sitting in her room on Portman Square. How could she ever know? He seemed adept at finding a moment alone with her. Perhaps he had a particular talent for doing the same, and often, with other women. There was simply no way to discover if that were the case short of asking each single lady of her acquaintance if they’d been kissed by the Earl of Cambrey.

A disheartening thought. And what of Lady Jane Chatley? It was difficult to believe a man who was as good at kissing and as eager to do it as John Angsley could have spent so much time with the wealthy and attractive Jane and not kissed her.

Westing led her to their table, and Maggie could see for the first time what Jane’s skills were as a hostess. There were fresh flowers everywhere, giving the entire tent a sweet aroma. Banners hung from the tent’s scaffolds, proclaiming messages of welcome and gratitude for everyone’s generosity.

Maggie couldn’t help smirking. After all, she knew of very few of the ton who cared a fig for the many orphans they studiously tried to avoid in the streets each day. Most held a perfumed handkerchief to their noses to keep out the children’s rough odors if encountered. Moreover, if they cared to, the elite of London could donate to orphanages without the benefit of attending a high-profile banquet and cricket match, but then they wouldn’t get to gawk at Prince Albert.

Jane had done a good thing, along with John, Maggie reminded herself. And with the benefit itself, Maggie could find no fault. It was running smoothly, with servants threading the crowd, offering trays of hors d’oeuvres and glasses of champagne or wine. A band was playing in the corner as if they were indoors in a ballroom.

Eleanor was already seated at a table of honor with John’s mother, Lady Cambrey, as well as Beryl Angsley, and Lady Chatley, Jane’s mother. There were two others as well as two empty seats, presumably for the host and hostess.

Where were they? And why was it so very irksome to keep thinking of the two of them, the houses of Cambrey and Chatley, linked together?

Maggie knew why. Because John’s lips had made her sizzle all over, and she definitely wanted him to kiss her again.

Then suddenly, the music stopped, and all eyes turned in the direction of the band, including Maggie’s, and there he was. In a perfect suit of dove gray with a bold cranberry-colored waistcoat, the Earl of Cambrey.

With Jane, looking exquisite in rose silk, by his side. Drat her!

“Thank you all for coming,” John said, his booming voice filling the tent and silencing any last talkers on the outskirts. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Lord Angsley, Earl of Cambrey. For those of you who do, I’m happy you came anyway.”

A few men cheered. “Go on with you, Cam!”

“We have lovely weather today for the match presently, but you know our country. It may rain at any moment. Even so, the sun will be out again in mere minutes. That’s one of the charms of England, isn’t it? The fickle weather!”

A few people chuckled.

“And the other charm is our beautiful English ladies. Though she needs no introduction, I will offer one anyway. Our delightful and lovely hostess, Lady Jane Chatley. She’s going to tell you more about the charity we’re supporting today.”

Turning to Jane, he took her hand and drew her forward, bowed as he released it, and stepped back. Front and center of attention, Jane’s cheeks pinkened until they matched her gown, and then she spoke about the plight of London’s orphans and the good all of those present could do.

Maggie’s attention drifted to where John had moved away from the band and began skirting along the side of the tent. Helping himself to a glass of champagne off of a passing tray, he then scanned the room, until, to her surprise, his gaze alighted on her.

He smiled with a slow, sexy grin that made her knees become weak and cause a strange fluttering low in her stomach.

Gracious! He could do all that to her with only a look and a smile.

Then he nodded, lifted his glass to her slightly as if toasting, and drank down a long sip.

Feeling all hot and bothered, Maggie grabbed for her own glass and took a healthy swallow, feeling it go immediately to her head. Offering John what she hoped was her best smile and not a lopsided foolish grin, she tried to turn her attention back to Jane, who seemed to be babbling on for longer than she should.

At last, to Maggie’s relief, Jane stopped talking, people clapped and cheered, and then Cam yelled out from where he stood, telling everyone to enjoy the feast and then go watch a cracking good game of cricket.

To her delight, he appeared to be making his way through the attendees, weaving his way through the tables, toward her. Patting her chignon below her smartly situated hat, Maggie involuntarily licked her lips to moisten them even though, obviously, they weren’t going to kiss right there and then. She nearly giggled at the thought of the chaos that would ensue if they were to touch lips in the middle of a civilized social gathering. No doubt the place would erupt in flames followed by a great hole appearing beneath their feet, and they would all tumble to hell for the absolute immorality of it.

It would be worth it, she decided.

He was nearly at her table, when he was waylaid by a serious-looking man wearing the royal livery, and Maggie knew the prince consort had arrived. This man with his gleaming saber strapped to his side was most likely some type of guard for Prince Albert.

As he turned, she saw he also had a pistol in a holster on his other side, confirming her suspicion. Ever since the attempted assassination of the queen eight years earlier, the royals traveled with heightened security.

Maggie shivered and sent up a prayer the only fighting this day would be between the cricket teams battling on the field. Still, she was sad to see John detour from his path and accompany the royal servant out of the tent toward the prince’s private area.

At the last moment, he stopped, and she held her breath. However, instead of looking toward her, he glanced toward the band until he saw Jane and gestured to her.

Though Maggie couldn’t hear what he said, Jane hurried to his side, and the two of them left the tent. Then her view was blocked by a veritable troop of servants carrying in platters of food for every table.

Sighing loudly, she sat down and tucked in to a most delicious meal. Though she listened to the lively conversation among those at her table, including a particularly heated debate over the merits of the two teams, Maggie kept an eye on the tent opening, but John did not reappear, nor did Jane. It seemed they’d been invited to dine with the prince.

“Don’t you think, Miss Blackwood?”

The words floated into her brain belatedly, and Maggie turned to see the entire table was looking at her. She thought it was one of the gentlemen on the other side who’d addressed her, Lord Stanley possibly.

Drat!

Ada, who was seated beside her, touched her hand. “Don’t tell us you’re rooting for Sussex over Nottinghamshire.”

Bless her friend, Maggie thought. “Of course I’m for Mr. Parr and Nottinghamshire. Not only is he a great batsman, he has the dash-fire that is rarely overcome.”

Half the table cheered, the others, those for Sussex, booed.

Christopher, on her other side, gave her an approving smile. It did not turn her knees weak or her insides to butterflies but was pleasant all the same.

“Have you picked out our seats, Lord Westing? I hope we have a good view for our victory.”

Those at the table booed and cheered again, and then they all arose and left the tent to find where Westing had secured their seats, having sent servants to claim enough for all of them. Unlike most matches, there would be chairs all around the field, with no one needing to stand unless they wanted to. Prince Albert, of course, had taken the entire second-floor balcony of the small pavilion.

As one, the entire crowd looked up at the Lord’s pavilion as a bat boy ran up the steps to present the prince consort with a new ball. Maggie thought Prince Albert looked a tad doubtful about the gift. She’d certainly never heard of him playing cricket, therefore it wasn’t surprising when he simply tucked it under his chair. The crowd cheered nonetheless.

What was surprising, though, was the Earl of Cambrey and Lady Chatley had ostensibly been given the royal boot, for they were not seated upstairs near the prince. Instead, they had seats on the sidelines like everyone else about a quarter of the way around the field from her own small party. Moreover, much to Maggie’s dismay, they were seated together, reminding her of when she and John had sat side-by-side many months earlier, enjoying a match. The opportunity for one’s shoulder and leg to touch were numerous, as well as intimate conversation with heads bowed together.

Jealousy sat on her lap and refused to move. Double drat!
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When Cam was settled in his chair to watch the match with his family and Jane’s around him, he could search for his heart’s desire in the crowd. Though Jane was beside him, her friend Isabella Fortner sat on her other side, keeping her occupied.

If only Prince Albert hadn’t requested meeting the host and hostess of the banquet, Cam would have pushed his way into a seat at Margaret’s table, even if it meant dragging a chair between her and Westing.

Instead, he’d had to sit nearly in silence while the prince consort and Jane discussed social issues, particularly education of the youth of their country. Cam had spent the time stifling yawns and trying to keep his eyelids open. Not that he wasn’t interested in educating people. Actually, truth be told, he wasn’t. He’d had a good education at Eton, and since he had yet to have children of his own, how was it any business of his how others became educated?

Relief had washed over him like summer rain when the horns blew announcing the start of the match. They’d bowed and curtsied to Albert and left him to his own companions.

Margaret was fairly easy to spot, or maybe he was simply attuned to her now. Her gorgeous caramel-colored hair stood out to him, like gold amongst the dun-colored masses. Even though today, perched atop it was a striking sapphire-blue hat with feathers dancing this way and that.

There she was, between Miss Ellis and Lord always-present Westing. And then, fortuitously, her glance fell upon him. Gossips-be-damned, he lifted his hand and waved to her. Margaret didn’t respond, but she did smile broadly enough so he could see it, even at a distance.

Somehow today, he would find a way to speak alone with her. Thankfully, he would have far more time to devote to his own selfish interests now the banquet was over. All the planning had been successful, and he could go back to his life of pursuing Miss Blackwood, having done well for the orphans while keeping up the grand Cambrey tradition as benefactors to the community at large and England as a whole.

Yes, it had been a triumph all around, and his mother was beyond pleased.

Moreover, even though his own doubts over Margaret’s maturity still shadowed his frank admiration of her, he’d decided after their last exhilarating kiss to ignore any shortcomings she might have. He wanted her, plain and simple, for his own.

The game was exciting but torturously long when all Cam wanted to do was speak with her—to create an understanding between them in which she would no longer keep company with other men. He wanted her to forego the rest of the Season’s events unless he was accompanying her, which he would happily do.

Hoping to catch her eye again, he spent as much time looking over at her as he did watching cricketeer George Parr make mincemeat of the other team.

At last, it seemed Margaret saw and understood what he meant by his violent head movements that made him look as if he were having some sort of apoplectic fit, and which he kept telling Jane were merely the result of a gnat biting his neck. As soon as he saw Margaret rise from her seat, he, too, excused himself and walked back to the tent.

Glad to see there was still champagne, he snagged two glasses and waited by the tent flap. Should he practice a speech or simply shove the glass in her hand and say what was in his heart?

“Margaret Blackwood, you are the jammiest bit of jam and I adore you above any other lady I have ever met or kept company with.”

No, he shouldn’t mention anyone else at all. It might get her mind thinking of other women with whom he’d been associated. Think again, he told himself.

The flap opened behind him, and he spun around, thrusting the glass toward … Jane.

“There you are,” she said, taking the glass from him and sipping. “Is your neck all right?”

“My neck? Oh, yes. Fine.” What could he say?

She sighed. “I see we had the same idea, to celebrate a bit in private.”

Odsbodikins! Did she have aspirations regarding him? He had never had the least intimation she cared a fig for him.

“This has all been rather exhausting, hasn’t it?” Drinking the champagne rather quickly, she gave an unladylike burp and then lurched against him. He was forced to drop his own glass to the grassy ground and grab hold of her before she toppled over.

Looking down, he saw a look in her eyes which hadn’t been there previously, not desire but more like desperation. He also suspected she’d had far more glasses of champagne than he had. But when?

“My mother was very impressed,” she mumbled. “We’ve spent a lot of time together, you and I, yet from now on, we won’t have reason to do so. Unless …”

She let her words trail off.

Unless he offered for her hand. Was that what she meant? He must break it to her he had absolutely no intention of asking her to be his wife. At this juncture, he felt more brotherly toward her than anything else.

“My mother wanted me to tell you how impressed we are with you,” she continued.

Pressing her face against his chest, he heard her start to sob. Dear God! What was wrong with this woman who had, until that moment, seemed the picture of placid, unruffled reasonableness?

Hell!

“Dearest Jane,” he started. Yes, dearest! Because she was crying, after all, and he had to be tender. “What can I do to help?”

Patting her back, feeling a tad awkward as he’d never touched a woman this way. If his hands were around a lady, it was always in preparation for kissing her or even tupping her soundly. Comforting a woman who was not a member of his family felt entirely too intimate.

“She thinks I’ve been standoffish and off-putting, and other dreadful ‘off’ words.”

“Who?”

“My mother.”

Ah. He was beginning to see the picture.

“You haven’t been,” he assured her. “We’ve worked well together, and I’ve had a marvelous time. You’re very skilled at organization and planning.”

She pulled back to look up at his face.

“I’m sorry, John. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I truly value your friendship. I don’t want to ruin it.”

He stopped rubbing her back and took her face in his hands. “How much champagne have you had?”

All of a sudden, she grinned broadly at him. “I found two glasses on my way in here. I simply wanted a moment alone with you because I feared either you or my mother was going to try to make a monumental decision today, one with which I am presently unable to accept.”

“I understand entirely. Not to worry. I have no intention of making any monumental decisions today, and I can handle your mother. Truth be told, I have some experience with eligible young ladies’ mamas. You won’t be forced to do anything.”

With that, he dropped a kiss on her forehead, as he would to Beryl, and released her.

Unsteadily, she stumbled, and he grabbed for her again, both of them laughing.

“One of us had best get out of here, though, before we are discovered alone, or it will be out of my hands. And in your state, I think you should be the one to remain. Please sit. I’ll send one of your friends in.”

He pressed her down onto the nearest chair.

“Not my mother!”

“No, not your mother.”

Patting her shoulder, he left the tent in search of someone Jane could trust. Lady Isabella Fortner, he decided. She and Jane had got on very well the other night, enough so Jane had invited her to sit with them for the match.

As he strolled behind the chairs, approaching the area at which his little party had been seated, he glanced toward Margaret’s group. Some were still there, but Margaret had disappeared. As had Westing.

An unpleasant knot tied up his insides. Still, he had to locate Lady Fortner first. Luckily, he found Beryl who knew Isabella had headed into the pavilion where a ladies’ withdrawing area had been set up.

Spinning about, Cam headed directly under the Prince’s balcony and inside the cool wooden structure. It looked to him as if it could do with a slight renovation, at least to keep it up to snuff.

He certainly couldn’t follow Lady Fortner into the ladies’ room. Blast it! He should have brought Beryl with him. He would have to loiter outside awaiting the young woman’s exit.

As he paced the pavilion floor, he glanced behind him to the farthest reaches where refreshments would have been set up if this were a normal match day. Instead, he could hardly give credence to what he saw.

Margaret, his Margaret, was standing alone with Lord Westing, whose hands were on her upper arms. In turn, her arms seemed to be resting on his chest. She looked emotional, if Cam was reading her expression correctly, as she stared up at the marquess. In the next moment, Westing hunched closer to her and turned slightly, hiding her from Cam’s view.

Hell’s bells!

Now, he knew what someone meant by their blood boiling, for he felt as if he could see a red haze like a curtain over his eyes. Taking a step in their direction, Cam was unsure what he would do or say, but he couldn’t stand idly by while the woman he … while Margaret played him for a fool.
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Chapter Eight


“Lord Cambrey, you have pulled off a magnificent event.”

Turning, he found himself face-to-face with Isabella Fortner, and suddenly he remembered Jane. Poor Jane, sitting alone in the tent on the site of their great triumph, drinking herself into a stupor over her boorish mother. Lady Emily Chatley obviously wished her daughter to fall for him, and vice versa.

Well, if wishes were horses, then beggars would ride, as they said.

“Lady Fortner, I was actually looking for you. Lady Chatley is in need of your assistance. She is in the large banquet tent. Will you let me take you to her?”

“Of course, my lord.”

And with that, this sensible lady let him hurry her to the side of her friend—her mature, stable, sweet, smart, organized, loyal friend Jane, and away from the fickle, flighty, flirty Margaret Blackwood.
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“Please, Christopher, take me home!” Maggie knew at any moment she would dissolve into tears. What she’d seen when arriving at the banquet tent had been like a slap in the face, at the same time twisting her heart until it ached.

“Eleanor will be dropped off later, I’m sure, by … the Cambreys.” She could barely say the name without wanting to cry. What a fool she’d been! An absolute ninny!

She’d seen enough and heard enough to make her finally understand Lord Cambrey and Lady Chatley were headed for an engagement. The way they touched each other and spoke softly and then laughed. Maggie’s stomach hurt merely recalling the scene she’d witnessed through the tent flap.

“I’m very sorry you’ve been sorely used,” Lord Westing told her. “I cannot believe what a scoundrel the earl has been. If your father lived, we would go to him at once and have him call Cambrey out. If you and I had an understanding, Margaret, then I would do it in his stead. I will anyway, if you like.”

She had blurted out too much, and now regretted it. What she hadn’t said, Christopher had guessed. That somehow, John had toyed with her affections, even though he was plainly attached to another.

“I have been foolish,” she muttered, thinking about trying to compete with the wealthy, polished, and titled Lady Chatley.

“No, it isn’t your fault.” Tucking her hand into his, Christopher walked her from the cool shadowy interior out of the pavilion and toward the waiting line of carriages.

“Believe me, you are not the first to have your head turned by a man who had ill-intentions. Nor will you be the last.”

He helped her into his carriage and tapped on the roof.

“Unfortunately, you are alone with me in this carriage, and your reputation is in peril once again. It is a difficult world of rules we live by, even though it is all smoke and mirrors as if we’re all in a phantasmagoria show.”

Maggie couldn’t speak at first, afraid she would cry. She appreciated Christopher’s kindness and, for the world, would not cause him any trouble.

“I will get out alone and you shall stay inside. For all anyone knows, the carriage is full of our friends, and we were never alone in it.”

He nodded, staring at her with his crystal-clear blue eyes.

“Are you all right? I have no right to ask, but we have kept company enough to be considered friends, don’t you think?”

She nodded.

“Are you in trouble, meaning, that is, did he …? Christ almighty! I can’t even figure out the polite way to ask if he’s ruined you.”

His blunt words shook Maggie out of her misery. Suddenly, she was grateful she could answer with a resounding no.

“No, not at all. The mistake was all in my head, I believe, and most likely due to my lack of worldliness. I confess,” she added with a self-deprecating shake of her head, “I am not experienced enough to know the nuances of these matters between men and women.”

There, she’d said it, admitting to being an inexperienced innocent. She would be mortified if she wasn’t already so disgusted with herself.

Christopher Westing stared at her a moment. Then he smiled.

“I think you are too kind. If you felt the gentleman was sending you signals of interest, then you were receiving such. Even if you are green in such matters, I can assure you Lord Cambrey is not. He is to blame in all this, in leading you on, and in whatever else occurred.”

The carriage came to a shaky halt. They had only seconds before the coachman opened the door.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” Maggie told him. “I really don’t. For pulling me out of the public eye and into the pavilion when I was in a state fit to be tied, and for whisking me away in your carriage. You’ve been a stalwart friend.”

The door popped open and the coachman’s hand reached in.

“Send me word if there is anything more I can do, including going to speak to the bounder himself.”

“Thank you.” She left the calming presence of Christopher Westing and entered her brother-in-law’s empty townhouse, grateful her sister was still at St. John’s Wood and her mother was having tea with her friends.

Heading straight for her room, Maggie asked to have a very hot bath drawn. She would soothe herself in fragrant water and emerge a new woman, one who didn’t give a tinker’s damn for John Angsley.

Two hours later, when her family returned, a note arrived from Simon. The baby seemed to be on its way, and if they wanted to be there for the birth, they must head north at once.

No one would believe how quickly the household of women could decamp, but an hour after they’d read Simon’s words, Eleanor, Maggie, and their mother were on the way to Sheffield and to Belton Manor.
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Cam felt sick. That was the only way to describe the sensation in his stomach and in his heart. When he discovered Margaret Blackwood had left London, and he was a mere few hours too late the next morning when he showed up on her doorstep, the disappointment was severe. Yes, he was heartsick.

Determined to ask her if she truly felt nothing for him despite their astonishing kisses, he had rapped on the door in daylight, exposed for all to see when he was turned away by a servant.

Climbing onto the seat of his lightweight tilbury, he could at least be grateful at having been spared what might have been a devastating discussion. Willing to give her the benefit of the doubt that she simply didn’t know how positively remarkable was the connection between them, Cam had intended to ask what she felt when she kissed Burnley or Westing, assuming she’d kissed him, too.

Without question, it would have been a painful conversation, and he should be grateful for its avoidance.

Flicking the reins, he started down Orchard Street, away from Portman Square as it no longer held anyone of interest. The maid had the decency to inform him Lord and Lady Lindsey had requested the countess’s family return to Sheffield, and Cam guessed it must be to do with the imminent arrival of the Lindsey heir.

Thinking of how far Margaret might have got in merely a few hours, he considered packing up his trunks and chasing her north. After all, he could as easily speak with her in Sheffield with Simon as his second, as wait for who knew how long for the Blackwoods to return to London.

But would she welcome him, or would she consider him a pesky intruder? Perhaps Westing had already been invited to Sheffield.

Turning left at the corner onto busy Oxford Street heading toward his home, Cam heard the carriage before he saw it. Or rather, he heard shouting, particularly folks yelling to “beware” and “watch out.”

Whipping his head around, he saw a high-flyer phaeton, a dangerous top-heavy antique, heading directly for him. Instantly, he knew what had happened. Some fool had been racing early in the morning at Hyde Park and had come out onto the main road still going far too fast.

Already rocking and careening on two wheels, the driver jerked the reins to try to avoid Cam.

“No,” he yelled, knowing the horses’ erratic movement would tip the carriage over. Sure enough, the phaeton overturned just before it reached him, even as he tried to get his horse into faster motion and avoid the collision.

His lower-to-the-ground, sporty tilbury didn’t stand a chance. Even though the two horses belonging to the other driver managed to avoid him, they dragged the sliding carriage, now driverless, directly into his rig.

Airborne in seconds and flying headfirst over his horse, Cam kept his eyes open as the cobblestone street rushed up to meet him amidst the shrieks and screams of onlookers. He stretched out his arms to break his fall, and then, everything went silent and dark.

[image: *]*

Maggie was relieved to have witnessed the event of childbirth and afterbirth. Somehow the whole thing seemed less frightening now her older sister had gone through the ordeal, painfully but without problems. Relieved she would not be one of those to share a story of tragedy in her family, instead, Maggie was now aunt to a little boy with extremely strong lungs.

During the many hours of labor, she’d stayed by her sister’s side, along with the midwife, Emily, who conveniently was also the baker’s wife. They’d not only been delivered of a delightful bundle of joy, but also a basket of clove buns.

She and Eleanor and their mother had barely made it to Sheffield before her sister’s pangs began in earnest. And now thankfully, it was over, and Maggie had only recently sent Emily home driven by the Devere’s butler.

Simon and Jenny’s bedroom door was wide open, thus, after knocking once, Maggie entered, hearing her sister say, “I doubt any mid-husband, no matter how competent, would have thought to bring the baker’s best goods.”

Simon was seated in a chair pulled up next to the bed, close enough to stroke his son’s fuzzy head.

Smiling at the tired but happy new mother, Maggie snatched up one of the buns herself, before they were all gone.

“Unlikely an accoucheur would be married to a baker anyway,” she said, belatedly putting her hand to her lips after spraying crumbs onto the counterpane. “By the way, the admiral has taken Emily home. She said she would stop by again tomorrow to help you with … um …”

Oh dear! She couldn’t possibly discuss nursing with her brother-in-law in the room. Widening her eyes at her sister, she glanced at Simon.

“With what?” he asked.

What an oblivious male!

Looking into Jenny’s amused eyes once more, Maggie gestured her head from the baby to her sister’s ample bosom.

“With feeding the little one there. Emily said you didn’t seem the type to have a wet nurse.”

“Of course I won’t. Why would I let my own milk go to waste?”

“So practical,” remarked Simon, and then the two new parents grinned at each other, sharing some delighted secret. No one was mentioning the fact the wee, new Lord Devere was screaming like a mythical banshee.

Maggie ate the bun and waited to be noticed again.

“Please sit, Mags. Where’s Mummy?”

“She’ll be back shortly.” Sitting a little gingerly on the edge of Simon and Jenny’s bed, feeling a tad self-conscious, she added, “Mummy and Eleanor are still settling in.”

“I’m glad you made it in time, but sorry you had to cut your Season short again.”

Maggie couldn’t tell Jenny how extremely thrilled she was to have been called away, but she was. Absolutely ecstatic to be away from the scene of her devastation. The baby’s arrival meant she didn’t have to face another social event, another smack in the face at seeing John attending with Jane. Consequently, she shrugged.

“No ball is as important as you.”

“You can still go back,” Simon offered. “The townhouse awaits you.”

“I appreciate that. However, I believe I am done for this year.”

Maggie noticed her sister glance at her husband. Jenny would worry something was wrong, and then she’d start to ask questions if Maggie didn’t put a stop to it right then.

“The Season is ending in a couple short weeks. I see no reason to drag out the agony. There might have been an offer coming, but not one I would have accepted.”

As expected, Jenny got one of her hands free by resting the baby’s feet on her lap, and then she reached out and touched Maggie’s hand.

“No,” Maggie told her, rolling her eyes. “Don’t get all sympathetic on me. I’m perfectly fine.” She simply had to divert her older sister’s attention to something else. “What a dear little boy. If only he wasn’t bawling quite so loudly. It’s hard to hear oneself think.”

Jenny laughed. “Perhaps we should call him Lionel, for he roars like a lion.” She glanced to Simon for approval.

“I like it,” he agreed.

“Here, let me hold him.” Maggie reached for the bawling infant and then rose to her feet. Strolling about the immense bedroom, she rocked him in her arms.

The babe continued to yell.

“Hmm.” Maggie considered the little boy, Lionel Devere. Recalling what her mother did when Eleanor was a squalling babe, she slipped her smallest finger into the heir’s open mouth. She felt him clamp down firmly. Blissful silence ensued.

“Dear God in Heaven,” Simon marveled.

“How did you know?” Jenny asked.

“I saw Mummy do it with Eleanor. You were busy at the time doing something useful, I’m sure. My goodness, he’s got a good grip.”

“Let me try,” Jenny said, popping the last of the sticky bun into her mouth and wiping her fingers on the coverlet.

Maggie returned the baby to his eager mother.

“If the finger works this well,” Jenny considered, “I imagine the breast will work even better.”

“Oh my.” Maggie couldn’t even look at Simon, not with Jenny discussing breasts in his presence. She had to escape from this close-knit family in the next minute and let them find their own way. As her sister slipped her shift off one shoulder and bared her left breast, Maggie made it to the door.

“Ouch,” Jenny exclaimed, and Maggie winced for her while Simon leaped from his chair. Emily most likely wouldn’t be needed again, for it seemed the baby knew precisely what to do.

“Well,” Maggie said. “I’ll see about getting you some tea.” She slipped from the room.

Now what?

What was left to her in the upcoming days and weeks and months? Roaming the hallways of Belton Manor felt as aimless as her life. What’s more, for the first time, the onset of fall saddened her. Last year, Maggie thought by this time, she would be engaged. Or at least she imagined she would have found a gentleman with whom she would have an understanding. Maybe they would correspond over the winter and agree to meet at the holidays, conceivably announcing a Christmas engagement.

Sighing loudly at the thought of a third Season, she would encounter not only the same people but all the fresh-faced debutantes as well. Good lord!

She stopped in her tracks. Was it possible she, Margaret Blackwood, would end up firmly on the shelf of spinsterhood? Never to know the joys she’d witnessed back in her sister’s room?

It had happened to ladies she actually knew. When her sister first came out three Seasons ago, that same year, one lady who was on her fifth Season simply gave up and walked into the River Thames. Someone actually saw her do it. The weight of her clothing pulled her down nearly at once before the river spat her back up, dead upon its shore.

Ironically, this was usually the fate of the unmarried women who found themselves in the family way. The newspapers were rife with news of bodies washed onto the embankment. Normally, these women were dressed moderately, as shop girls, or in rags, hopeless creatures who had no way to care for an infant.

What had shocked the ton was the intentional drowning by a viscount’s daughter.

“She had everything to live for,” Maggie murmured out loud. Except apparently, she’d desperately wanted a husband.

Without the prospect of one, what was Maggie’s purpose? She had no intention of taking a last swim in the Thames or the local River Don, for that matter. Nor did she want to become a French tutor again, as she’d done in order to help out her family before Jenny married the earl and saved them financially.

No, she hadn’t the patience or the humility for such a position again. It seemed like a selfless thing more suited to the faultless Lady Jane Chatley, who would most likely teach the orphans in Coddingtown.

Passing a large gilded mirror, Maggie realized she was sneering at the thought of Jane, not a particularly attractive look. Relaxing her features, she purposefully kept all thoughts of John out of her head. Except in trying to do so, the thoughts and memories flooded back.

“Bother!”

Entering the kitchen as if she owned the place, Maggie ignored the surprised look of the scullery maid and addressed the Devere cook.

“Would you send a pot of tea up to the new parents? I don’t think they need biscuits since they have sticky buns, but some apples might be welcome, or if you have no fresh fruit, perhaps some preserves.”

“Yes, miss,” came the immediate reply.

This woman had purpose. Of course, it was beastly hot in the kitchen, and the cook’s job was considered drudgery by nearly everyone. Yet, surely Maggie could find something to do with herself now she no longer had London to look forward to. Why, she could decide to become the very best auntie in the world.

“Do you need anything else, miss?”

Obviously, she was in the way and making the kitchen staff anxious.

“No, thank you. I shall most likely walk back home now while the weather is fine.”

With that, she left, realizing the cook and scullery maid and the other girl who had been chopping vegetables until Maggie showed up and interrupted their work, none of them wanted to hear her plans for a stroll in the sunshine.

How thoughtless of her!

As she headed back to their stone cottage a short walk away at Norman’s Corner, she tried to push the bleakness from her brain. What did women of a certain upbringing do if they didn’t marry?

While she pondered this, a rider galloped past her as if the hounds of Hell were on his heels. He disappeared between the gates to Belton directly behind her.

Her mind was playing tricks on her, but Maggie could have sworn he wore the livery of the Earl of Cambrey.

Nonsense! Despite everything he’d done to play fast and loose with her affections, she was obsessed with John and saw signs of him everywhere, even when utterly unlikely. She ambled onward down the lane.
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Chapter Nine


An hour after returning home, Maggie thought it must be her obsession working again for when she opened a missive rushed down to the cottage from Belton Manor by a stable boy, she immediately saw his name:

Dearest Mags,

John Angsley, Simon’s greatest friend, has been badly injured in a carriage accident. We just received word from Lady Cambrey, who said it’s a wonder he lives at all. But you know how mothers can exaggerate, so we are trying to keep good thoughts. Cam is still at Cavendish Square under the able care of a King’s College physician but will be moved to Bedfordshire as soon as they think it’s prudent. I thought you would want to know.

Love,

Jenny

Maggie put the letter down on the dining room table, then picked it up again with a trembling hand and reread it. Feeling lightheaded, she sat. It was hard to imagine John injured, strapping as he was, powerful and full of vim and vigor.

A wonder he lives at all.

How injured was he? Was he in pain even then? Her heart squeezed tightly, and for a moment, it was hard to breathe.

But the town of Bedford and Turvey House, his family home, were closer than London. Perhaps she could visit him.

In the next moment, she wondered what possible excuse she could use to go to his house. She was nothing to him.

So why was he still everything to her? Resting her head on her arms, she began to cry.
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Cam didn’t speak the oath that sprung to his lips each time the coach rocked and dipped. If he did, it would be one long string of swearing for many hours to come. Stretched out in the largest carriage he owned, he was about as comfortable as one could expect to be with his broken bones and tender, bandaged head.

Tired of the constant laudanum-infused dreams, he had not taken a dose that morning when they set out, with his mother and his cousin Beryl in a separate carriage. Presently, he was reconsidering his rash decision and glanced over to make sure the bottle of bitter, reddish-brown liquid was close at hand.

Rather than bear the humiliation of being carried into an inn for the night, Cam had decided to make it hard on all of them and travel straight through by changing horses as necessary. Let the expense be damned! The coachman could get him food when he wanted it and empty his bedpan, too, for the next two days. Or his valet could do it, or whoever else was now seated atop the infernally lumbering growler that carted his broken body up to Bedfordshire.

At least he was alive.

Those were his mother’s words, and Cam was trying every bloody day to feel the same way. But he didn’t. Three weeks after the fateful morning, he still ached. Every movement of his limbs was painful, and his ribs were wrapped so tightly it was hard to breathe, let alone move. His vision still seemed strange in his right eye, and he hoped to God his eyeball wasn’t looking off at a strange angle.

No one would let him look in a mirror, too scraped and scarred as he was, both on his right cheek and forehead. In all likelihood, he now resembled Mrs. Shelley’s terrible creature, the very embodiment of Victor Frankenstein’s experiments.

Using his left hand because his right arm was trussed up in a heavy plaster cast, with a similar contrivance on the entirety of his right leg, Cam picked up a newspaper from the stack he’d brought with him. He planned to catch up on what had occurred while he’d been heavily sedated and convalescing under the physician’s care.

Wincing at the pain, squinting because of his damaged eye, he tried to concentrate on the news of the government of which he was an esteemed member of the House of Lords.

However, his mind drifted to the one person who had occupied his many fitful dreams. Margaret. He doubted she knew of his plight. Moreover, he dreaded the notion she would ever see him in such a state. Bad enough she preferred Westing over him, with all the attractiveness of the younger man’s vitality. Now Cam was not only older, he was also disfigured and would most likely limp the rest of his life.

He read the same sentence in The Times over again, realizing he didn’t give a fig about the Hungarian or the Italian revolutionaries, nor Prime Minister Palmerston’s seemingly selfish handling of any of the current uprisings of the day. At that moment, they could all go to the devil.

Flipping over the page, he saw his friend’s name and felt his spirits lift. There was the announcement of the heir to the earldom of Lindsey. Simon and Jenny had a baby boy who, God willing, would live to be the 8th earl in the Devere family. Margaret was an aunt and most likely would remain in Sheffield with her family.

At least, he was heading north and in the right direction.

“Fool,” he muttered to himself. For what did it matter how close in proximity he was to Miss Blackwood? It would be utter torment ever to meet her again, knowing he had enjoyed their kisses far more than she had. And he couldn’t bear to see a look of pity on her lovely features. No, that would do him in entirely.

Reaching for the bottle, he decided a small snooze was in order. Maybe for the next few days.
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“Have a care,” Cam yelled as the coachman and footman eased him out of the coach and onto a long stretcher as his doctor had called it, which had been carted up from London and stowed somewhere on the roof of the carriage.

“Let’s not be clumsy, my good men. I haven’t produced an heir yet.”

Both men chuckled, which pleased Cam, for he knew he’d been a horse’s arse to them the entire journey. At some point, unable to stand the unrelenting hours on the road, his mother had decided to stop at an inn. She would be arriving in Bedford the following day, pausing only to drop Beryl off at her parents’ nearby home.

Cam didn’t envy them one bit. Relief at being finally at Turvey washed over him like a welcome rain shower on a scorching day. He couldn’t wait to lie upon his own down-filled mattress. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d looked forward to going to bed when not anticipating the pleasures of a skilled and luscious female.

Suddenly, he no longer cared about this last humiliating and painful journey of a few yards. Hardly victorious, he was arriving home and being carried by strong men, from the carriage through his own front door and up to his bedroom, which had been his father’s up until four years hence.

In any case, the ride on the canvas and wood stretcher felt smoother than the entire excursion from London. Lifting his head, he saw the familiar shock of black hair of his estate manager, Grayson O’Connor, who even then had hold of the front two poles, keeping him steady and smoothly level.

“Gray, have you got me?” Cam was suddenly feeling almost giddy at being home. That, and the generous amount of laudanum which suddenly seemed his best friend.

“I’ve got you, my lord.”

Cam laughed. “None of that ‘my lord’ stuff for you and me. Remember that or I’ll box your ears like when we were lads.”

“You mean how you tried to box my ears.”

Gray had been on the estate almost as long as Cam could remember, being the son of a servant originally from Cam’s uncle’s house, a few miles away. Cam couldn’t recall why his uncle had sent young Gray to Turvey House when they were both boys just out of leading strings, but he’d always been glad of having a close companion. And though much of their upbringing as well as their futures were vastly different, they’d played and even fought like brothers.

Gray would get him upstairs safely. Cam had no doubt, and thus, he closed his eyes again.

The next time he awakened, he was in his own bed. Glancing around, he made sure his laudanum was right next to him, for when the pain returned, it stole his breath.

The way Margaret’s smile used to. Yes, exactly so.

He’d learned not to move too much when he awakened. His right leg was propped and elevated in a sling contraption, as it had been on the coach. Dr. Adams thought this was the best angle, but it made it impossible for Cam to turn on his side. The more he knew he couldn’t, the more he wanted to above anything else.

From what he understood, the next inconvenience was going to be the itching. His doctor had warned him his skin would start to tickle inside the bandages under the plaster until it drove him nearly mad.

Glancing again at the laudanum, he hoped he had enough to see him through his recovery. Knowing there were more bottles in his trunk, he focused on his surroundings. His room looked as it always had, dove-gray walls and white wainscoting. Very pleasing.

Shifting his weight and trying to sit up by pushing on the pillows with his good arm, he groaned at the discomfort. Remembering how Jenny Devere mentioned wanting to walk in the fresh air the moment she knew she would spend weeks in confinement, Cam could now fully appreciate that.

He supposed he should be glad a blacksmith or a barber hadn’t been called to set his broken bones. Luckily, he’d had Dr. Philip Adams, the best surgeon his family knew, who brought enough able-bodied assistants to help him set the earl’s thigh bone, his ankle bone, and his arm, as well as tightly wrap a cracked rib.

It had taken two men following the doctor’s instructions to fight the contraction of Cam’s strong thigh muscles in order to set the large bone in place and hold it there while Adams applied thin wooden splints and gypsum plaster spread over the woven bandages.

Luckily, Cam had missed most of the ordeal due to laudanum and alcohol, of which he decided to prescribe his own dosage.

Also, luckily for him, as the surgeon explained when Cam awakened in anguish and wanting to die from the pain in his head and body, was the two breaks in his leg and the break in his arm were all “simple and clean.”

“Simple and clean?” Cam had asked, barely able to mumble the words.

“Yes, nothing appeared to be shattered. I don’t anticipate any gangrene or amputation necessary, but we’ll watch your toes for a few days.”

Amputation! “My toes?”

“Yes, for telltale signs of infection.”

Christ! He’d taken another dose of laudanum right then.
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Maggie walked slowly along the lane toward the manor, passing Jonling Hall and the new mysterious owner whom Jenny and Simon had met but whom Maggie had yet to be introduced. He was a man. A single man. An attractive man of marriageable age, according to her sister, and vaguely related to Simon. A bastard, Maggie had determined, and a wealthy one, too.

Normally, all of those things would have been enough to make her giddy with excitement and eager to receive an introduction as soon as possible. However, she found she couldn’t muster even a smidge of interest.

John lay hurt somewhere, and she had no way to get to him, nor any reason to do so that would seem plausible to anyone who thought about it.

It had been a week since she’d learned of his accident. Every day afterward, when she walked to the manor to keep Jenny company and help with her wee nephew, Maggie hoped there was more news. Every day, she was disappointed.

“There you are, Mags.” Jenny looked well-rested, still propped up in her bed like Lady Muck-Muck, as Eleanor had teased the day before.

“I’m allowed to be Lady Muck-Muck as long as I want to be. Let me tell you, producing enough milk to feed Lionel is exhausting. I’m always tired, thirsty, or hungry.”

“So is he,” Eleanor had said, as the baby started to cry again. Jenny told her sisters the sound of his crying made her breasts tingle as soon as he began.

“Isn’t it all fascinating?” Eleanor had expressed how much more interesting human breeding was than when she’d seen animals mate, reproduce, and nurse. At that statement, Maggie and Jenny had exchanged a glance and decided to switch topics.

Today, Eleanor was elsewhere.

“Where is Simon?” Maggie asked, since usually his lordship was hovering nearby until one of the Blackwood women arrived to keep the new mother company.

Jenny waved her hand vaguely. “I don’t know. Working somewhere, I suppose. He’s trying to get a lot done before he leaves for Bedford.”

Maggie’s ears perked up.

“Bedford? You didn’t mention yesterday he was going.”

Jenny had been less than her usual focused self since before Lionel was born. However, this seemed like a large thing to have forgotten, especially as her sister knew of her interest in John’s health.

“That’s right,” Jenny said, “because I didn’t know yesterday. Simon hasn’t wanted to leave my side, or Lionel’s, of course. But he’s been rather twitchy with concern for Cam. I told him to go see how he’s doing. Last night, when we got into bed, and Lionel was sleeping peacefully, Simon said he was considering a journey in a few weeks.”

“Weeks?” Maggie repeated, absently. She wanted to leave immediately. On the other hand, she hated to leave Jenny and Lionel.

“Yes. He’s decided to wait until the baby is at least one month old, as if it is some magical number.”

They exchanged an understanding glance. No age in infancy or even childhood was safe, yet one could only live in fear for so long. Maggie knew of many families who’d lost children. Even John had told her how his parents lost two other babies, leaving him their sole heir.

John, the sole heir, who’d almost died in a ridiculous carriage accident.

“Poor Lady Cambrey,” Maggie murmured.

“Yes, indeed. She must have been nearly out of her mind with worry.”

“I wonder how he is doing now,” Maggie ventured, in case Jenny had learned anything more.

Her sister shrugged. “If we get another letter, I will surely let you know. I thought early on you had developed a tendre for him.” Jenny watched her carefully. “However, before I left London, I thought I’d been entirely mistaken. Was I?”

Maggie didn’t know what to say. If she started to go into detail about what had happened, they would spend hours dissecting it from every angle, trying to decide how Maggie had got it dreadfully wrong. Though, what if Jenny also had witnessed what Maggie had thought—that John had an interest in her?

Deciding to divulge some of her story, Maggie sat on the bed.

“You are correct. I did for a short time believe he and I might be suited. I simply hadn’t had enough experience with men to know my feelings. Or his. Then he became attached to Lady Chatley.”

Jenny raised her eyebrows. “Jane Chatley seems a lovely person, but she is nothing like you.”

“Well, thank you very much!”

“No, no, Mags.” Jenny reached for her hand. “I meant if Cam liked you, it seems strange he would as easily fall for Jane, who is bland in comparison. Plus, she is …”

When Jenny hesitated, Maggie supplied a few careful adjectives. “She is intelligent, placid, well-spoken. Most likely organized, capable, dutiful, and loyal, too. And dull as dishwater.”

“Mags!” Jenny protested. Then after a pause, she added, “We don’t know for sure she is placid.”

They both dissolved in laughter.

“Fair enough,” Maggie agreed, “but she does seem to be the epitome of womanhood, someone any man would want to have running his household and bearing his children.”

“No more than any man would want you to do the same. And you have a sparkle, those eyes, your mouth. Come along, dear sister, you know you have that special something. You’ve always turned heads.”

“Effortlessly,” Maggie agreed without hubris. “In face, so easily I don’t believe I know how to win someone over by trying. Speaking plainly to him certainly wasn’t the answer, nor letting a man kiss me.”

“Hold on,” Jenny said, before practically squealing. “You didn’t mention a kiss. With Cam?”

Maggie felt her cheeks heat up but said nothing.

“That changes everything, don’t you think?”

“Why?” Maggie asked. “Changes everything how?”

“Cam is Simon’s best friend. He wouldn’t play fast and loose with you, not with his best friend’s sister-in-law. He must really like you.”

“No, I am quite positive he really likes Lady Chatley. I saw them together, and I heard things they said.”

Jenny frowned. “Oh.”

“But I confess, I do still like him, even though I kept company with other gentlemen.”

“And did others kiss you, too?” Jenny asked it jokingly, but when Maggie remained silent, her sister’s smile died.

“Oh.”

“Stop saying that.”

“In any case, I think you should go see Cam for yourself,” Jenny decided. “We were all friends before the Season started, before Simon even returned from abroad. Moreover, as a friend, you could go to Turvey House to pay your regards.”

Maggie wasn’t convinced it was a good idea, but her sister was clearly warming to her own plan.

“No, don’t you see. It’s perfect. You can go as my proxy. When Simon goes in a few weeks, you shall accompany him since I cannot.”

“First of all, no one has a proxy for their wife. That’s ridiculous. I cannot show up as the Countess Lindsey substitute.”

“True, but you can say I was concerned enough to send you in my stead.”

The idea of seeing him again caused Maggie’s heartbeat to speed up, though her doubts lingered.

“What if John is not happy to see me, especially if he is gravely injured?”

Jenny grunted in an unladylike fashion. “What man doesn’t want the attention of a beautiful woman?”

“One who might rather have Jane Chatley at his bedside.”

Lionel, nestled in his crib at the foot of the bed, began to cry.

“Hand him to me, will you?”

As Maggie placed the baby in her sister’s arms, Jenny observed, “He kissed you more than once. You don’t know he has kissed her at all.”

Maggie shook her head. “I cannot leave you and Lionel.”

“Could you pour me a glass of water?” Jenny asked as she lowered her shift and let the babe latch on. Immediately, he started to suck noisily.

As soon as Lionel got to his appointed task, Jenny fixed on Maggie again.

“Nonsense. I am here to care for Lionel. He is my concern.”

“And who will look after you?” Maggie asked, pointedly handing Jenny the glass of water. “You would lie there in an agony of thirst if I wasn’t here when your little man starts feeding.”

“Mother will be here. You know she comes every day after lunch. She wants to spend lashings of time with her first grandson.”

Thus, two weeks later, Maggie, with a Devere maid along as a companion, set out for Turvey House with her brother-in-law. If Simon thought it strange his wife had pushed her sister upon him, he didn’t say so. In fact, after they sent the maid into the accompanying carriage with Simon’s valet, they relaxed and chatted like old friends.

He was good company for the journey, and Maggie came to appreciate more what her sister saw in the former Lord Despair. What’s more, with his stories of Burma and of the Continent, as well as Sheffield village when he was a boy, he managed to distract her from the butterflies that kept swirling in her stomach at the notion of seeing John again.

At one point, she got up the nerve to ask about his days at Eton, knowing Simon had met John there as a youth of only thirteen. Luckily, nearly all his recollections featured the saucy Viscount of Cambrey, who would one day be its earl. They got into fisticuffs in the courtyard, smuggled whisky into the dormitories, and hid hot pies in their pockets to snack on during lectures. In short, they had fun as all boys do.

“And we always had each other’s back. Toby, too,” Simon mentioned his now deceased cousin who’d died in the Burmese War, a terrible experience from which the earl barely made it back alive.

“Cam probably would have gone to war, too, if his father hadn’t recently passed away.”

Maggie nodded. “I suppose when one is thrust into the earldom at an early age, and is the sole heir, duty to family must come first.”

Simon gave a wry smile. “I believe the order is God first, then queen and country, and then family, but I think Cam did the right thing. His mother needed him, and he’s not the kind to let a lady down.”

Maggie shot him a glance to see if her brother-in-law meant something extra by his words, somehow referring to John and his treatment of either her or Jane. But no. by his expression, there was no hidden meaning.

“You have had the mantle of an earldom laid upon you as well. How are you holding up?”

“Thank you for asking. It wasn’t going well until I met your sister, as you know. Now I have all of you Blackwoods as family, which I have got used to and confess to liking.” He shot her another grin. “Your mother has loosened up a tad, enough to start treating me like a son instead of an earl. I like that, too. When Cam gets a wife, I guess he’ll get a readymade family as I have. I hope he is as lucky.”

From his words, Maggie decided Jenny must have kept her confidence entirely, and Simon knew nothing about any feelings she might have for his friend.

“Eleanor was in a foul mood when she found out she was not coming.”

“Why?” Simon looked puzzled.

“Ah, you didn’t know she became firm friends with Lord Cambrey’s cousin Beryl, whom I believe lives nearby.”

“I see. Yes, her father is the younger brother of Cam’s father. They live a few miles away at most. I can see why Eleanor would be upset. And with her nature, she no doubt let everyone in your cottage know it. Yes?”

“Yes.”

Simon looked serious for a moment.

“You were right to refuse her, though. I have no idea how badly he is injured, and it might not be a good thing for a girl of her years to witness.”

“That’s what my mother thought, too.”

He glanced at her sideways. “You might find it a bit upsetting yourself. I think it very brave of you to come, and I appreciate your company.”

Brave? What did he expect they would find?

In the early evening the next day, after a night at an inn, as the carriage rocked to a halt in the large courtyard in front of Turvey House, Maggie was about to find out.
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Chapter Ten


Cam awakened from a long and deep sleep, hating the groggy feeling that greeted him each time he opened his eyes. He knew it was from the laudanum, but he also knew how much everything hurt if he neglected a dose. At some point, he supposed, he would have to face it. But not today.

He’d been home for a week, maybe already two, and nothing ever changed, nor did he see any hope in variance from the monotony of each day. He spent nearly every moment in bed. Dr. Adams had said it was his best hope to recover the full use of his leg, keeping it raised and immobilized. His valet gave him regular sponge baths and his food was brought to his room.

True, his mother had arrived, and her company, though welcome, was occasionally tedious. He did not need to hear about every member of the ton, whether behaving or, more likely, misbehaving. He now knew more than he ever thought he would about their constantly changing affaires de coeur.

In fact, the only thing constant about high society during the end of the Season was its desperate scrambling and switching of associations. Partners were rearranged as if people’s lives were one complex quadrille.

Nor did he care about the latest French fashion, which his mother loved to pore over and relate to him in excruciating detail. After a few days, he felt he knew too much about lacey trim and the correct plunge of a neckline. That, he had to admit, perked his interest, imagining how much décolletage he would see with each variance of the cut.

Every detail regarding the Season and even fashion led to Margaret. After the birth of her sister’s child, he imagined she had rushed back down south to London to squeeze excitement out of the last weeks of social events.

“I don’t need you to read the dailies to me,” Cam told his mother for the umpteenth time when she came in after her late-morning meal armed with stacks of newspapers.

She loved the luxury of receiving the papers when she was away from Town, getting them by courier every other day.

“I know you don’t need me to, dear boy, but it is more pleasant for me to share them with you than to read them alone. And I don’t want you to tax yourself by reading them to me.”

She was undoubtedly still worried about his right eye. Though he thought he had less side vision than before the accident, other than that, it seemed much improved.

“You’re simply worried I’ll leave out all the juicy bits and bobs,” Cam teased her, sipping tea, which he still found awkward to do with his left hand. “Very well, if you insist on reading to me as if I’m still in leading strings, then please read the news of the government.”

At the crestfallen expression on his mother’s face, he added, “Directly after you tell me the new girth of a lady’s bustle for the Christmas season.”

She laughed, sat upon the end of his bed, and spread out her papers.

Good, he thought. He’d rarely seen her relax since he’d awakened in their home in Cavendish Square in a world of agony and bewilderment. What a capricious accident, and so bloody avoidable. The other chap had died as his carriage turned over, his head being bashed to smithereens on the cobbles.

Not for the first time, Cam thanked God his fate had not been the same, at least for his mother’s sake. He might not look as handsome as he used to, but he had lived to carry on the Angsley name and the Cambrey earldom for his family.

As his mother began to read, he squeezed his right hand into a fist, painful but doable. And then he wiggled his toes, or tried to. They weren’t gangrenous—of that he was immensely grateful, for he didn’t fancy a peg leg. However, they didn’t move as they should. Staring hard at the foot protruding from the plaster cast, he tried again to wiggle his toes.

There! Didn’t his big toe twitch?

“Mother,” he interrupted her reading. “You’re closer. Look at my foot and tell me if my toes are moving.”

“The right foot, dear?”

“Yes, the right foot, for God’s sake. The one at the end of my badly broken leg!”

“No need to shout, dear. At least it’s not swollen.”

“How could it be? It’s devoid of blood, if you ask me. My foot is numb from being raised up in the air so damn long.”

“No need to swear either,” she admonished, standing up and bending over his foot, peering at it. “Are you wiggling your toes now?”

“Yes,” he ground out, feeling irrationally irritated at her. It certainly wasn’t her fault.

“Hmm. Do it again.”

“I am, Mother.”

She put her face even closer, and he hoped his foot smelled fresh after his recent wipe down.

Then she straightened and looked at him, her face telling him all he needed to know.

“Give it more time,” she said.

That was all he could give anything or anyone, his time. What a useless lump, he felt, unable to even move his own toes properly.

“Keep reading,” he said, knowing he sounded imperial and short-tempered.

His mother resumed for the next few hours.

The rest of his day was spent napping, eating, stretching his good limbs, and eyeing his bottle of laudanum until Gray entered. Like clockwork, his mother visited him each morning and Gray, in the late afternoons.

Today, Cam intended on dictating a letter to his business manager in London.

“You could try learning to write with your left hand,” Gray said after he pulled up a chair beside the bed and leaned his tablet of paper upon the mattress. “It would probably look as good as my chicken scratch.”

Cam barely cracked a smile. “I hope you’re joking with me about both. Firstly, I don’t want to learn as it implies my right arm might not work correctly when this bloody cast comes off in another month. And my arm is itching, by the way.”

Wrinkling his nose, he stared at the offending plaster.

“Secondly, you had better write as clearly as you can. This isn’t some frivolous love letter or laundry list. This is business, and if done correctly, it pays for all of us.”

“Folks break bones every day. Your arm will be right as rain. Didn’t the doctor say the same?”

Did he? Cam couldn’t recall.

“Besides,” Gray continued, “I haven’t had a chance to tell you, but I invested as you suggested.” He waggled his eyebrows and offered Cam a smug smile.

“Is that so? How did you do?”

“Rather well. Therefore, if your business dealings don’t work out as you hope, I could be the one paying for all of us, as you say.”

Cam nodded. “I hope you’re erring on the side of caution, just a wee bit.”

Gray grinned. “Coming from the man lying immobile in a sling.”

Offering him his most sour expression, Cam felt like growling.

“It wasn’t my fault. I am a good driver, you know that. The other fellow was a fool.” He paused, realizing he knew nothing of the other man except he was dead.

“I hope he didn’t leave behind too many loved ones.”

“I will look into it if you like,” Gray offered.

Cam nodded.

Then, he began to dictate his wishes regarding his investments. Now he was enjoying the healing benefits of laudanum, he wondered if his money was being used to sell Indian opium to China, giving the East India Company enough money to purchase Chinese tea, which now seemed to be in every household in England and Scotland.

When the long shadows of early evening turned Cam’s room dusky blue, Gray lit the lamps and went off to see about dinner which they’d taken to eating together with companionable conversation. Cam told Gray about the past year in London, and Gray told him about the ins and outs of the estate, as well as any news of Cam’s uncle’s estate close by.

“Your mother is in good health?” Cam asked, feeling a little sheepish he hadn’t inquired beforehand.

Gray’s mother was a housekeeper at his cousin Beryl’s home, working for Cam’s uncle and aunt. Or maybe she was retired somewhere now. He didn’t know.

Gray nodded. “Better than you, I’d warrant.”

Cam tried to swing at him with his left hand, feeling like a girl swatting at a wild boar. Ridiculous!

Pretending to duck as if Cam were a real threat, Gray laughed, nearly upsetting his meal on a tray on his lap.

“She’s not at the old granary lodge yet.”

Cam’s aunt and uncle had some servants living in a modified granary, the older folks who had nowhere else to go and who could no longer offer much service.

“Mum’s still one of the two sewing maids,” Gray continued. “She doesn’t mind it. She says, ‘What else have I got to do?’ And then goes on as how I haven’t given her any grandchildren.”

“I guess we’re both supposed to start thinking about heirs,” Cam said.

“You more than me, I’d warrant.”

A knock on the door interrupted him.

“Come,” Cam said at once for anything out of the ordinary was welcome.

His butler, Cyril, entered and bowed.

“My lord, you have visitors.”

“Visitors?” Cam asked, stupefied by the idea anyone had arrived uninvited.

Normally, if he weren’t bored beyond belief by the sameness of each of his days, Cam would have been prepared to tell his butler to send them packing at once.

As he hesitated, Cyril added, “Yes, my lord, the Earl of Lindsey has arrived with his—”

“Simon! He’s here?” With joy, Cam looked to Gray who merely shrugged good naturedly. Gray knew Simon, of course, from when his friend had visited over the years, but they didn’t have the close connection of going to Eton.

“Send him up at once.” Cam felt like bouncing right off the bed. “Wonderful!” Then he groaned in pain.

“What is it?”

“Too much enthusiasm,” Cam said, reaching for his laudanum. “God almighty. All this resting will be the death of me. My muscles will forget how to work entirely if I’m not careful.”
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Chapter Eleven


Maggie, with Simon pacing nearby, waited in the spacious parlor for Cyril, the Turvey House butler, to return. Her maid and his valet were seated discreetly at one end of the room. From the moment Maggie had entered, a veil of shyness had covered her at being in John’s home, especially uninvited.

At the sound of footsteps, she tensed. When Lady Cambrey entered, Maggie felt as if her face were frozen in a grimacing smile. In any case, John’s mother went straight to Simon whom she’d known for many years.

“So good of you to come, dear boy,” Lady Cambrey said, moving toward him to offer and receive a comforting embrace. Then she glanced at Maggie and frowned.

After a deep curtsey, Maggie stammered, “I came to … to …” Good Lord! Why had she come?

“Oh, I’m very glad you’ve come,” Lady Cambrey said. “I merely expected you to be Lady Lindsey. Naturally, you are welcome.” And she gave Maggie a brief kiss on each cheek.

“My wife is only lately delivered of our son,” Simon explained, “or she would have come, as well. She, too, considers John to be her friend.”

“Of course, yes. Congratulations. Nothing like a son,” she murmured, and Maggie saw tears well up in the older lady’s eyes. However, in a moment, with visible determination, Lady Cambrey steeled herself, taking a deep breath.

“What can I offer you? You must be starving and thirsty.”

Before she could say more, the butler returned. Bowing to Simon, he said, “Lord Cambrey asks that you go upstairs to his room. May I show you the way, my lord?”

“No, I know where it is.” He glanced at Maggie. “Will you be all right staying here?”

“Of course she will,” Lady Cambrey answered for her. “I will get her fed and send food up to John’s room for you. It is sent up there regularly anyway as he hasn’t been downstairs since he arrived home.”

Maggie’s heart sunk while at the same time, nervous tension drained from her. On the one hand, she felt badly John was now sequestered in his bedroom. On the other hand, she could postpone seeing him. Perhaps there would be no welcoming expression on his handsome face. At least, Simon could warn him she was there, and John could remain in his room and never have to speak to her if he wished.

“Cyril,” Lady Cambrey addressed the butler. “A meal for Lord Lindsey upstairs, and the same for Miss Blackwood in here. And then have two rooms made up.”

“Yes, my lady.”

With that, both Simon and the butler left, as did their servants they’d brought from Belton who would unpack their things and get them settled.

“I’m sorry for coming along,” Maggie blurted when she was alone with Lady Cambrey. “It seemed a good idea to keep my brother-in-law company on the trip when my sister suggested it. I don’t want you to go to any trouble, though.”

“Nonsense. I was delighted to meet your family in London and just as happy to have you here with me in Bedford.”

She crossed to one of two large sofas facing each other before the fireplace. “Please, sit, dear girl.”

Maggie did as she was told, relaxing more. After all, even if this woman had her heart set on Lady Jane Chatley being her daughter-in-law, she could hardly begrudge Maggie sitting in the drawing room with no designs at all upon her son.

“How is Lord Cambrey doing?”

The older lady smiled slightly. “I still think of my husband when someone says those words,” she confessed. “It’s been four years since his passing. I’m out of mourning, of course, but not finished grieving, if you understand my meaning.”

Maggie nodded. “I believe it is the same with my mother.”

Waiting, she desperately wanted to know how John fared. Simon would tell her later, but after coming this far and now being merely a floor away from him, Maggie longed to learn of his condition.

“My son is much improved from the day of the accident. I have never been as frightened as when I saw him carried into our front hall on a litter by two constables. Beryl saw him first and started screaming. There was blood all over his face,” Lady Cambrey added, her words drifting off with her thoughts.

“I was ever so glad we had our crest painted on even the small tilbury carriage. Otherwise, he might’ve ended up in one of those disease-ridden, filthy hospitals.”

Still imagining John’s bloody face, Maggie nodded though she had no opinion on the state of London’s hospitals, only glad she’d never needed the services of one.

A maid came in with food on a tray and set it upon a clever folding table, which she placed directly in front of Maggie.

“Would you care for a drink, miss?”

Glancing at her hostess, who was not drinking anything, Maggie hesitated.

“A glass of Rhenish wine for each of us,” Lady Cambrey told the girl, who curtsied and hurried away.

“Now you eat, and I’ll keep talking. I cannot tell you how glad I am to have someone with whom I can converse about my son.”

Maggie nodded and began her meal.

“I’m used to having my niece Beryl with me in London, and then there was sweet Lady Chatley who helped John with the cricket banquet. Did you attend? I’m afraid I can’t recall.”

The food became a hard lump in the back of Maggie’s throat at the mention of both Jane and the banquet.

“Yes,” she croaked and then coughed. Where was that wine? “I attended. It was very well organized. My younger sister, Eleanor, whom you may remember, also was there. She has become close friends with Beryl.”

“Oh yes, Eleanor. Next time you come, you can bring her with you. She could stay with my husband’s brother and his wife, who live not too far, and visit with Beryl while you come here.”

What a strange yet welcoming invitation. This visit had barely begun, and Lady Cambrey was already thinking of the next one.

“And how is your mother?” the older woman asked, even though all Maggie wanted was to hear more about John.

“She is well, thank you for asking. Currently, she is enthusiastically enjoying being a grandmother for the first time to baby Lionel.”

“Lionel? Is that what Simon named his son? Goodness, what a fine, strong name.”

Sighing, Lady Cambrey said nothing as their wine was brought in. They each held up the glass to the other in a silent toast. No doubt, they were each wishing for John Angsley’s good health.

“I should like to have grandchildren,” Lady Cambrey continued. “When I saw my John injured, when I saw his broken bones, I thought I would no longer be a mother, never mind a grandmother.”

“What are his injuries?” Maggie asked.

Perhaps she was being too direct, even impolite, but she could simply wait no longer.
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Cam didn’t mind when, after visiting politely with Simon for a few minutes, Gray picked up his dinner tray and excused himself. Simon had met Cam’s estate manager many times, even before Gray became such, when he was merely a general jack-of-all, as the former Earl of Cambrey described young Grayson O’Connor. Never a servant in the way a footman or a valet was, still Gray had always served them in some capacity.

Simon, as with many of Cam’s friends, didn’t know exactly what to make of Gray’s position or status until Cam made him his estate manager, elevating him to the highest position he could have at Turvey House. Then his ambiguity became crystalized.

“I’ll check on your meal,” Gray told Simon as he reached the door. “Ah, no need. Here it is, and our own Tilda is bringing it in.”

Opening the door wider, he admitted a maid carrying a tray. After placing it in front of Simon, who sat on a chair beside Cam’s bed, she bowed and left with Gray.

When they were alone, Simon gave him a long appraisal. “You look …” he trailed off, frowning.

“Like a carriage ran over me?” Cam supplied. “Well, it did, or nearly. My doctor kept reminding me if my leg bone or arm bone had broken through my skin, they would have amputated the limb.” He shuddered, still in disbelief.

“Anyway, the blasted cobblestones actually did the most damage. Tell me,” he asked, offering Simon his profile, “have I lost my good looks?”

“I didn’t know you had any!” With that, Simon grinned and began to eat.

Cam shrugged. “Honestly, am I gruesome? It’s hard to see much in a knife blade or a soup spoon.”

Simon put down his fork. “You mean you haven’t seen yourself? I’m sorry, I thought you were joking.”

Looking around, he realized the problem, for any and all mirrors had been removed.

“Is your mother trying to protect you?”

Cam nodded, lifting his hands to feel the scars where the stitches had been removed.

“Do they itch?” Simon asked. “Your skin looks to be healing well.”

“Now you mention it, yes, they do.” He gingerly rubbed on either side of the healing gashes on his face. “I bled quite a bit apparently. Scared my mother and cousin. Don’t think I didn’t notice you avoided answering. Come on. How bad am I?”

Simon scrunched up his face considering. “You look a little more hard-lived than you did before.”

Cam groaned. “I don’t want to look like I’ve been in a knife fight.”

“Or two or three.” Simon shoveled in another forkful of roast. “Excellent food as always here at Turvey.”

Cam shot him a dirty look.

“Besides, your piratical appearance will probably make you even more popular with the ladies. Adds a bit of dash-fire to your reputation.”

“I don’t want to be a pirate,” Cam protested. “And I had plenty of dash-fire before, thank you. No female ever complained.”

“Speaking of females, shall I bring up my lovely traveling companion? I know she’d like to see you and will prattle on and keep you company for hours.”

Cam’s mouth opened in surprise. “You brought Jenny? Why didn’t you tell me? And the baby, too?”

But Simon was already shaking his head.

“No. She wouldn’t travel yet, and Lionel, as we’ve named him, is a bit colicky. Basically, a crying, shrieking terror, the opposite of restful, unless he’s got a breast shoved in his mouth.”

Cam laughed at his friend’s honesty. “Well, who can blame him where that’s concerned?” Then he had to stop, putting a hand to his healing ribs. “It actually hurts to laugh.”

Simon winced. “I shouldn’t have said what I said, since my wife is the one feeding our son. I don’t want to put any crude imaginings into your brain, and you shouldn’t have laughed at my improper statement. Anyway, I’ve brought Maggie, and I have to confess, I already miss Jenny and the baby somewhat fiercely so you’d better appreciate me while I’m here.”

Cam had stopped listening after he heard her name. He knew his smile had died off his face, too. Margaret was here! In his home? And he was stuck in bed like an invalid. God damnit!

“I’ll go get Maggie, shall I?”

“No,” Cam barked, seeing a look of surprise on his friend’s face. “I mean, it’s getting late for one thing. She’s had a couple days of traveling to get here. Tomorrow, maybe,” he added. Then he shook his head. “For God’s sake, Simon, look at me. No, on second thought, let me take a look at me. Go get a blasted mirror.”

Simon stared at him. “It’s only Maggie.”

“It’s only Maggie,” Cam mimicked him in a sing-song voice. “I have my pride.”

“Pride and vanity, it seems. You know, Jenny came into my room when I was a raving lunatic sitting in the dark, afraid of closing my eyes. And it didn’t scare her off.”

“Jenny is a rare bird if you ask me. Besides, you still had your looks, what they are, and the use of your limbs. No one is ever going to flinch when they see your face. What’s more, you could be a lunatic and still dance with her, couldn’t you?”

“A dancing lunatic,” Simon considered. “I suppose, but there was a little more to my problems than you know. Now’s not the time to go into them, however. I’ll find you a mirror.” Striding to the door, he looked back and quipped, “Wait here.”

“Very amusing.”

With such a friend, Cam wasn’t sure he needed any foes. Would he let Margaret visit him? In his bedroom? He didn’t know. Why had she come? To gawk at him, and take a report back to the drawing rooms and ballrooms of London?

At that moment, he decided he would refuse to see her. He didn’t owe her an audience, not after how she’d treated him at the cricket banquet, rushing into Westing’s arms the minute she could find a private place to do so.

In a minute, Simon struggled into the room with a large mirror.

“That’s from the early-1700s,” Cam said, recognizing it as one which had long hung at the top of the stairs. “Mother will kill you if it gets damaged.”

“Carrying the bloody thing will kill me,” Simon grumbled, staggering slightly with the unwieldy object. “But I couldn’t go poking into the other rooms to find another one.”

Setting it down on the end of the bed, he held it propped upright, steadying it with both hands.

Cam swallowed, feeling suddenly afraid.

“Come on,” Simon urged him. “I promise, it’s not that bad.”

Puffing out his cheeks and releasing his breath in a big sigh, he struggled to sit up a little higher and then glanced at his reflection.

“Christ!” Cam’s eyes widened, barely recognizing the face he saw. “Not that bad?” he whispered. “At least, they’ve kept me clean shaven, or I’d resemble a beggar from Bedlam.”

“Better to resemble one than to be one.”

“I would rather do neither.” Cam tilted his head, examining the healing slash on his forehead and the matching one on his cheek. Around the right eye and over his cheekbone, he was not surprised to see bruising, for it had been tender so long, but it was no longer swollen. The cut he had felt with his tongue on his lower lip had all but healed. And where the skin had been scraped off his chin and scabbed over, there was now fresh pink skin. Possibly a little scarred, he couldn’t be sure.

“Not too bad,” Simon repeated. “Don’t you think?”

Not taking his gaze off himself, Cam reached up to touch each imperfection he could see clearly for the first time. Even some of his right eyebrow was missing, for God’s sake.

“I’ve got some ointment my valet applies twice a day. Greasy stuff but supposed to help the scars heal. He’s been slathering it on me ever since I had the stitches removed. A delightful experience, I must say.”

He stared a while longer. Miraculously, his nose hadn’t broken, nor had he lost his front teeth. “Somehow, I’m still a bloody attractive fellow.”

“With a bit more character,” Simon promised. He nodded to the mirror. “Can I take it back now?”

Cam hesitated. Was this the face of a man who could win a beauty like Margaret Blackwood? He hadn’t been good enough before. Now, his face had been shredded and sewn. And that was only the half of it. His body still ached. And what of his limbs?

“Take it away,” he told his friend gruffly. “In fact, I’m exhausted. You probably are, too.”

Simon nodded. “I’ll send in your valet, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Cam nodded, wanting his friend to leave quickly, suddenly desperate to be alone. He knew he should offer him thanks for coming, but he didn’t feel particularly grateful right then. He shut his eyes until he heard Simon leave.

Then he reached over and grabbed for his laudanum bottle. Everything hurt, and nothing was going to get better as far as he could see. At least the opium tincture relaxed him and took away most of the pain. He deserved that little kindness.

The next thing he knew, some noise awakened him. Opening his eyes, he saw Margaret standing before him, a vision in white silk, low cut at the front and cinched in at her slender waist, flaring over her shapely hips. Her hair was pinned up except for loose tendrils clinging to her shoulders and draping over her barely concealed breasts.

The effect was entirely erotic, and most definitely not the proper look for a debutante. Except they were no longer in a London ballroom before the entranced eyes of the ton. No, they were in his bedroom. Simon must have sent her up after all, against Cam’s wishes. He couldn’t imagine why he hadn’t wanted to her to visit him.

“You look enchanting.” With those words, his rod hardened like a tree trunk.

She said nothing, merely standing there beside the bed, staring at him. Dammit! He wasn’t an animal on display at the Zoological Society’s gardens.

“Say something,” Cam demanded.

Maggie’s lush lips, painted pink and glistening, curved into a smile. Instead of speaking, she began to undress.

Deciding to enjoy whatever was compelling her to entertain him, he lapsed into silence.

Amazingly, instead of her dealing with a million tiny buttons down her back, she shrugged effortlessly out of her gossamer gown, first one shoulder, then the other. Underneath, she wore no corset and no shift. In a moment, her breasts were exposed to him, firm and high, with pink nipples also seeming to glisten like her lips.

His breath caught in his throat. She was even more magnificent than he’d imagined, and he’d imagined her many times in many ways.

“Keep going,” he pleaded.

She nodded and slid the gown over her flared hips, letting it drop to the carpeted floor. Wearing nothing but a garter and stockings, her mound was on display, with nothing but soft brown curls to shield her.

His mouth went utterly dry. He longed to suckle on her breasts and, more than that, he wanted to put his lips on her quim and taste her there. His shaft was throbbing pleasantly, and he hoped she would be willing to do something about it.

“Will you touch me?”
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Chapter Twelve


Smiling broadly, her eyes sparkling, she nodded. Stepping closer, Maggie reached toward the part of him most needing her attention. Following her gaze, he realized his blankets were already pushed aside and his yard stood up impressively. Thank God it hadn’t been injured!

Watching as she closed her fingers around him, he groaned with anticipation, wanting to shut his eyes and enjoy it while also wanting to continue gazing upon her glorious, bare curves. In the end, his lids seemed too heavy to remain open, and he let them sink closed even as she began to stroke him.

Up and down, she worked her magic. Where had she learned to do such a thing? As she squeezed him, it didn’t take long for Cam to reach the point of no return and spend into the air.

Hearing his own guttural sound of pleasure, feeling the sticky warmth on his thigh, Cam opened his eyes again. He was alone, his own left hand clasping his now flaccid rod. Still foolishly hopeful, he glanced over the side of the bed, but no gorgeous gown pooled upon his rug.

The most vivid dream he’d ever had—and all because he knew Margaret Blackwood was under the same roof.
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The next morning, Maggie met Simon in an informal sunny dining room adorned with fresh flowers and the delicious aromas of hot breakfast foods.

Her brother-in-law had already told her his opinion of his friend’s condition the night before, and then they’d retired, leaving Maggie to lie in bed and think on how to hide any shock she might feel when first looking upon him. She mustn’t let John think she felt revulsion or, worse, pity.

As she ate a hearty breakfast of eggs and bacon, she simply wanted to go see him.

“When can I visit Lord Cambrey?”

Simon chewed thoughtfully. “I believe his mother goes to sit with him in the mornings. When I go see him midday, I’ll ask him if I can fetch you in.”

How frustrating! Yet, she could hardly barge into his room. She would have to wait until invited. In the meanwhile, she would tour the house and the grounds of the lovely estate as Lady Cambrey had promised.

Thus, after waiting for Cam’s mother to read him the papers, Maggie spent the day in her company, along with his estate manager, an affable man introduced to her as Mr. O’Connor. Trying not to sound too nosey, she plied him with questions about his employer’s condition, which he answered kindly though a little vaguely, as if protecting John’s privacy. And so he should, Maggie thought.

But when the first day turned into the second day, and still, she had been put off, she began to feel slighted and annoyed. After all, as Simon’s sister-in-law, she was practically family.

No, she reasoned, that didn’t make her related to John Angsley at all.

To have come all this way, though, to be mentally and emotionally prepared to visit with him, only to be denied access, how could she bear it?

This was most definitely not about her, she reminded herself for the tenth time. It was about John, and from what she gathered, he was enjoying his visits with Simon when he was awake and alert. Apparently, with John’s terrible pain, his doctor had prescribed a daily dosing of laudanum that could make him sleepy or dazed.

Poor man.

On day three, she met Lady Cambrey at the bottom of the great central staircase under the well-lit dome. Knowing John’s mother was going up to her son’s room, Maggie had placed herself in a position to intercept her.

“My lady, shall I accompany you and offer my well wishes to Lord Cambrey?”

“Haven’t you stopped in and said hello?” His mother seemed surprised. “Why, of course, you must. You needn’t stand on ceremony, dear girl. If you’re worried about your reputation, I think the fact he is bedridden with his leg in a sling is protection enough.”

Maggie felt a little like a fraud. She knew Simon had specifically asked John if she could go in and the injured earl had said no. He wasn’t up to it. Whatever that meant. However, his mother didn’t know of her son’s wishes.

“Margaret, why don’t you take these papers in to him? Cook said there was something wrong with the duck, and I told her I’d consult with her after my visit with John, but I’ll do so now. We don’t want a delay with our supper, do we?”

Thrusting a stack of newspapers into Maggie’s hands, she started back down the main staircase. At the bottom, she turned and offered her an encouraging smile.

“Don’t be shy, dear girl. He won’t bite, I assure you. You can knock first, but sometimes he’s deeply asleep. Therefore, do go in if he doesn’t answer. And by all means, awaken him. The doctor said we can’t have him sleeping all day and night, or he’ll become like a soft pudding.”

Gracious! John Angsley becoming a pudding!

Nodding to the retreating figure of Lady Cambrey, Maggie continued her climb. Instantly, the butterflies were back, tickling her insides.

“Well, in for a penny in for a pound,” she muttered, wishing she had the buffer of John’s mother with her in case he protested her presence. After all, he wouldn’t be rude with Lady Cambrey in the room. Or would he?

Tapping on the door as his mother suggested, when there was no answer, Maggie pushed it open, her heart beating a fast tattoo. Even though it was late morning and the sun was streaming through the open draperies and into the pale gray room, the figure in the bed was lying prone and unmoving.

Hmm. Approaching the bed on tiptoe, Maggie realized he was snoring. Flat on his back and, as his mother mentioned, his leg raised up in a sling hanging from a wooden contraption on the bed, John was nearly immobilized.

Letting her gaze move up his body to the plaster cast on his right arm, slowly, she drank in the sight of him, right up until she reached his face.

Gasping, Maggie raised a hand to her mouth, all at once glad he was asleep while she had time to become accustomed to his appearance. Dear God, how it must have stung to have one’s face split open in two places. And very close to his eye!

His mouth—the one that kissed so divinely—was nearly undamaged except for the very bottom of his lower lip, which appeared to have been cut. From there down across his chin, he was healing from many scrapes.

Still, after a few moments of studying him, she realized nothing she could see detracted from his innate handsomeness, not one bit, not even the strange greenish-yellow tinge of the healing bruises.

The stitches must have been very neat and uniform, indeed, and obviously done by a skilled surgeon. With them removed, they’d left behind pink healing wounds that would most likely end up as thin white lines where each gash had been. Nothing more. And those would fade in time.

Looking at his two injuries though, she hoped he made a full recovery. With what she knew of John Angsley, he wouldn’t care for any inconvenience in his usual way of living life.

If only he would awaken naturally, then she wouldn’t feel like such an intruder. However, it seemed she had to rouse him somehow. Tossing the papers onto the end of the bed, she made sure they fanned across his good leg. Still, he didn’t stir.

Hands on hips, she considered clearing her throat or beginning to hum. Staring at his toes, suddenly, she saw them wiggle.

“Oh,” she exclaimed loudly, and that was all it took. He awakened.

Turning his head as he opened his eyes, he smiled slightly, looking utterly unconcerned by her presence, almost as if expecting it.

“I liked you better in the white dress,” he said, resting his good arm behind his head and offering her an indolent smile.

Even with his scars and scrapes, both his familiar face and the wicked glint in his eyes caused her stomach to flutter, this time in a pleasant way.

Glancing down, Maggie took in her gown of pale green. She liked it immensely. And to what white dress did her refer? She almost never wore white, as it didn’t show her hair to its best advantage.

Shrugging, she opened her mouth to greet him more formally when he sighed.

“You’re slow today, Margaret. Go on, take it off. Let me see those luscious breasts and the fine downy curls over your quim.”

She felt her mouth drop open. Her luscious breasts! Her quim! Speechless, she stared at him.

When he lifted his good arm and reached for her, his fingers fell a little short, brushing the back of her hand. Stepping away, she shook her head. Was he still sleeping perhaps? Yet, he seemed fully awake when he frowned.

“Come along. My yard is already at full mast.” As he spoke, John rubbed his hand along the stiff bulge that had blossomed under the blanket, drawing her gaze there in fascinated disbelief.

He petted his member like a cat and then grinned at her again, beginning to pull the blanket to the side, possibly for better access.

“No,” she ordered him, jumping forward to hold the cover down.

As soon as she was within reach, John’s left hand snaked out and grabbed her wrist.

“You feel entirely real,” he said, pulling her even closer until she nearly fell across his chest.

Mindful of his bandaged ribs, which were on display, Maggie held herself up, a hand on either side of him. He took the opportunity to run the back of his knuckles across her breasts.

“And if you would just take off this blasted gown, I already know how real you will appear.”

Maggie knew her cheeks must be twin flames of scarlet, especially when her nipples began hardening against the front of her dress. Even through the layers of her clothes, she was certain he could see them.

Struggling, she attempted to push herself off the bed. Though, even flat on his back and with the use of only one arm, he seemed to be in complete control.

With his hand behind her head, he brought her face close to his.

“There you are,” he whispered. “With those eyes that draw a man into their depths to drown. How many men, I don’t want to know.”

What on earth?

Before she could even form an outraged thought, he pulled her head down, and thus brought her mouth close to meet his. As soon as their lips touched, a flame sparked and raced through her body.

John Angsley, even incapacitated, had such power over her. Relaxing against his chest, Maggie stopped fighting. Hearing his slight gasp, maybe from the weight of her atop his tender ribcage, she remained still so as not to injure him further.

At some point, his kiss stopped being demanding and controlling. Instead, they engaged in mutual exploration. He slanted one way, she, the other, and they were for many minutes joined as one.

“Oh! Oh my!” The shocked sounds reached Maggie’s ears about a second before John started to thrust her away from him.

Then she heard a man’s cough.

Struggling to stand while John still pushed at her shoulder to help her up, Maggie wished a large bottomless well would open up in the floor and let her fall to her doom.

With her dress in disarray as well as her hair, and her face feeling shamefully hot, Maggie turned and faced Lady Cambrey, and next to her, Mr. O’Connor.

“John!” his mother exclaimed. “What is the meaning of this?”

Glancing back at the man in the bed, Maggie noted his cheeks were a ruddy shade of embarrassed red that must be mirroring her own.

“You can see her?” he asked, staring from his mother to Mr. O’Connor and back to Maggie again. His words entered her ears but made no sense. Perhaps he had hit his head very hard indeed.

“Of course we can see her!” Lady Cambrey said, stamping her foot as if tired of some childish game her very adult son were playing.

“She looks like a woman whose been thoroughly kissed,” the estate manager added unnecessarily, as if he were enjoying every moment of his boss’s predicament.

Lady Cambrey shot Mr. O’Connor an annoyed glance. Then she took a steadying breath.

“She looks like a debutante who is now going to marry my son.”

“What?” Maggie said at the same time as John.

The estate manager actually had the gall to chuckle, and Maggie took an instant dislike to him. How dare he find amusement at her humiliation.

“It’s entirely my fault,” John blurted out. “I grabbed her when she got near the bed.”

“Why?” his mother asked him. “Never mind. Miss Blackwood looked as if she were entirely capable of resisting you if she’d wanted. After all, she was on top.”

As if realizing she’d strayed into improper territory, the older lady closed her mouth into a firm disapproving line.

“No,” John explained, struggling to sit up while his leg was raised in the air.

Since no one else looked to be going to help, Maggie put her shoulder to his back, letting him push against her. At the same time, she reached across the bed and grabbed another pillow which she stuffed behind him.

Nodding his gratitude, he continued, “I pulled her off her feet, and she was trying to regain her balance when—”

“When your lips struck hers?”

John stared daggers at Mr. O’Connor who’d spoken.

Then, as if her mortification couldn’t get any worse, Simon arrived.

“Is this a gathering of thieves?” he joked, nodding a greeting to each in turn, until his smile died at their grim countenances. “Whatever has happened?”

Lady Cambrey was the first to speak. “I’m sorry to say my son has put your sister-in-law in a compromising position.”

“Oh?” Simon looked more bemused than upset, with an eyebrow raised in query.

“I would think it calls for pistols at dawn,” Mr. O’Connor quipped, “except shooting a man in his bed is considered poor sportsmanship.”

“That will be all, Grayson,” Lady Cambrey told him.

Maggie was surprised by the man’s decidedly non-deferential attitude as, still looking entertained by the whole business, the estate manager nodded to the countess and to Simon, saucily saluted John, and left.

“They must marry,” Lady Cambrey declared into the silence.

“No.” Maggie and John spoke in unison. She turned her head to look at him. He shrugged.

“Let’s not be hasty,” Simon said to the older lady. “I’m confident it’s a simple misunderstanding.”

“You have all been speaking as if I’m not here,” Maggie said, starting to get her dander up. After all, she was innocent in the entire matter.

“Harrumph,” Lady Cambrey said, ignoring her words. “In my day, eligible, unengaged people did not kiss in a bedroom unsupervised.”

“Mother,” John reasoned, “we could hardly have kissed if we had been supervised.”

Apparently, he was regaining his good humor. Perhaps due to her nerves, this statement made Maggie giggle until she could control herself.

Simon cleared his throat, and Maggie suspected he was trying not to laugh.

“John,” Lady Cambrey warned her only son.

“Sorry, Mother. I suppose you can’t simply forget what you saw.”

“No.” She crossed her arms before her ample bosom.

“What precisely did you see?” Simon asked.

“Miss Blackwood was lying atop my son, and they were kissing. There is no doubt in my mind.”

“Ahh, yes,” Simon said. “I suppose that is difficult to misunderstand.”

Finally, Lady Cambrey addressed Margaret. “My dear, I hold you blameless for many reasons. Firstly, my son is a good catch. I acknowledge it. Who could blame you for wanting to become his wife, by hook or by crook?”

“Now, see here,” Maggie began. She had never been accused of trying to trap a husband, and she wasn’t about to let the countess get away with such, no matter how elevated above Maggie’s station the woman was.

However, Simon stopped her with a quelling gesture, leaving her mid-rant, with her mouth open.

“Secondly, I understand how, upon seeing John stretched out helpless, you were compelled to minister to him.”

“Compelled to minister to me?” John repeated, sounding outraged. “What hogwash, Mother?”

“Lastly,” the countess continued undeterred, “I am frankly touched beyond words you still find my son as becoming as you obviously do despite his current condition. Sickness and health, and all that,” she finished.

Sickness and health, as in marriage vows? Maggie wanted to sit, but the bed was the only thing close, and being on it was what got her into trouble in the first place.

Behind her, she heard John mutter, “My current condition, indeed.” Then in a louder tone, he said, “It was a mistake. I honestly thought she was a dream.”

Maggie didn’t think she could blush any more deeply, but she felt it down to her toes.

“Well,” his mother admitted, “she is a beautiful girl. I’m sure many would claim her to be like a dream. Why, in my youth, I looked rather like her.”

Simon was clearing his throat again, and Maggie wanted to clobber him.

“You must marry,” Lady Cambrey declared again.

“But why?” John asked.

“I found you on the bed with her. Grayson saw it, too.”

“I tell you, Mother, I thought she was a phantom and I was dreaming her very existence. Thus, I grabbed Miss Blackwood, and she stumbled on top of me. You’re not going to say anything to ruin her. I know Gray won’t. No one need ever know. That’s the end of it.”

Maggie thought he sounded extremely reasonable. She wished, though, he seemed instead a little more amenable to the idea of marrying her. After all, given his circumstances, it wouldn’t be the worst thing to ever happen to him.

Maybe he would think it was though, if his heart was set on Lady Jane Chatley. She was definitely no Lady Jane!

His mother proved to be like a dog with a particularly juicy bone, unable to let it go.

“But why don’t you want to marry?” As if Lady Cambrey couldn’t believe two people of a certain age and status didn’t simply desire to enter the bonds of matrimony.

“He doesn’t want to.”

“She doesn’t want to.”

Maggie and John spoke simultaneously, a duet of gainsaying.

“That’s settled it, then,” Simon said, stepping into the fray. “We don’t want anyone forced to do something they don’t want to do. Besides, my wife would kill me.”

Lady Cambrey pursed her lips, then shook her head at him.

“I’ve known you since you were a green youth!” With such a mystifying statement causing Simon to shrug, she turned on her heel and walked out.

Simon exchanged a wide-eyed glance with John. Sighing, Maggie moved toward the door. What a trying morning it had been. At that moment, she wished they could depart for Belton Manor at once.

“Where are you going?” It was John who asked her.

Where was she going? After what had occurred, she could hardly sit with him and read the newspapers.

“I took a ride around the estate with Mr. O’Connor yesterday on a particularly gentle horse named Nell. I think I should like to do the same again. There is a lot more to see, and I can’t bear being cooped up.”

As soon as she’d said it, she wished she could take back her thoughtless words. The expression of bleakness that crossed his face tugged at her heart.

“Sorry,” she muttered and left quickly without looking back. Best to end the already disastrous visit on a bad note instead of an even worse one.
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Chapter Thirteen


“So, you’ve had a nice visit with my sister-in-law?”

At Simon’s words, Cam couldn’t help laughing. He tossed himself back onto the pillows and groaned. Then he reached for the laudanum. After taking a sip, he relaxed instantly, even before the medicine could do its magic.

“Why did you kiss my sister-in-law?”

Because I love her madly. What would Simon say to that?

“Because she is a tempting morsel,” Cam said, hoping he sounded like his old self.

“Is she?” Simon pondered.

“Well, not to you,” Cam pointed out. “At least, one hopes not to you.”

Simon bristled. “Of course not to me! Jenny is my world. As soon as I think of my wife, I feel warm.”

“Warm or hot?” Cam asked.

Simon grinned. “Warm in my heart because she’s extraordinarily special to me. Hot everywhere else.” He laughed. “Especially when I’ve been away from her for a few days.”

“Margaret makes me a little warm,” Cam ventured. “We spent some time in each other’s company during the Season. Well, me and many other men.”

His friend’s chuckling did not lift his mood.

“What is so funny?”

“Isn’t that the whole point and goal of a Season for a young lady?” Simon asked. “Or even for an old bachelor like yourself?”

“Old,” Cam repeated, feeling a bit glum, “and now crippled.” Even then, Gray was probably out riding with Margaret, seeing the sunlight on her glorious hair. He gripped the sheets.

“Nonsense,” Simon scolded. “Being injured is not the same thing. Let me get your valet and we’ll have you outside on the veranda, observing your beautiful estate in no time. It will do you good.”

Cam considered. “As long as I keep my leg up, I guess it will do no harm.”

“Back to Maggie,” Simon began.

“Must we?”

“Do you have feelings for my sister-in-law?”

Cam made a face. “I would prefer to discuss the best manufacturer of ale or the best houses of ill repute where one is least likely to catch a disease than to discuss my feelings.”

“She feels like family to me.”

“I don’t feel brotherly toward her. Is that enough of a confession?”

“Is there someone you prefer more? Do you find her unsuitable to marry because of her lack of title?”

Cam barked a laugh. “You know I don’t give a fig for a woman’s title. I have my own and that’s enough. Fortune, too, for that matter.”

“You skipped my first question,” Simon pointed out.

Cam crossed his arms. “It’s personal.”

“I thought we could discuss anything.”

Clenching his jaw, Cam considered. “I believe I haven’t determined the answer yet, and thus, I cannot tell you.”

Simon nodded. “Fair enough. But no more shenanigans like this morning. Don’t hurt her or play with her sentiments. I’d hate to have to add to your pain by punching you in your one good eye. Now, let’s get you outside, shall we?”
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Being dragged into a kiss she actually enjoyed beyond measure was one thing. Being forced to marry a man who didn’t want her was quite another. What would her mother and sisters say if she suddenly wrote to them of an engagement? And only think of society’s opinion? If she and John suddenly married, the ton would speculate for the next two Seasons as to why.

Preposterous! Thank goodness Simon had intervened.

Facing Mr. O’Connor, painfully aware he had witnessed her splayed atop his employer, was bad enough. She found him in his office on the first floor, as directed by one of the maids.

Knocking, Maggie entered at his behest. He rose to his feet.

“Sorry to bother you, sir, but I was hoping I could go riding again.”

“Do you have feelings for John Angsley?”

Gasping before she could stop herself, Maggie felt a surge of annoyance.

“I beg your pardon, but that is none of your business. I shall go find a groom and not trouble you any further. Evidently, you already have much on your mind. Perhaps too much.”

She turned to leave.

“Please, Miss Blackwood, stay. That was inexcusable. Won’t you sit and I’ll explain myself.”

Hesitating, finally, she took the seat he offered.

“I only ask because John is like a brother to me. We have known each other since we were very young. Seeing him laid up like this has, I admit, sobered me as to our mortality.”

Maggie nodded. “Something can happen accidentally to any one of us. That is certain.”

“Exactly. John will recover. I have no doubt. Moreover, I know he was already in search of a wife, if not exactly in a straightforward way. Still, it was on his mind. An heir for the Cambrey earldom and all that.”

What could she say? Should she point out Lady Jane Chatley would fill the position perfectly, and John seemed to have already chosen her? Shrugging slightly, she waited.

“If you are interested in becoming his wife because you care for him, then I wish you joy. If you are not interested, then I hope you will leave here soon because I know he will come to care for you since you are pretty and well-spoken. In my opinion, as his friend, I don’t think he ought to be injured in any further manner, not even in his heart.”

“I appreciate your plain speaking, though I must still tell you it is not any of your business.”

“Be that as it may, there is a third scenario I think is my business. If you do not care for Lord Cambrey but think you can now snag a somewhat damaged earl for your husband, then I must warn you, I will do everything I can to stop you. As his estate manager, I consider the earldom under my purview, and I won’t take kindly to a female fortune hunter.”

“You are thinking of this from every angle.” Maggie was actually glad John had such a friend. “However, don’t you think you are putting too much power regarding whom Lord Cambrey will marry into my hands? Have you forgotten he has a say in it?”

“Not at all. Yet, bedridden as he is, with his self-confidence dented like a tin milking bucket that’s been kicked by a particularly heavy hoof, I think he might be more malleable to someone else’s whims or machinations. I am keeping my eye out for him. As I said, like a brother.”

“Good.” Maggie stood, and the estate manager did, too. “Then I believe since I am neither whimsical, nor at this time involved in any machinations toward the earl, we are not at cross purposes. Do you wish to ride or shall I locate a groom?”

“I’ll be happy to ride with you, Miss Blackwood.”
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Seated on the veranda with his injured leg propped on the chair in front of him and his arm in a sling, Cam felt the green-eyed monster inhabit his body. Right before him, coming in from a long ride was Margaret on the slightly rotund Nell. Beside her was his own estate manager, laughing at something she had just said. They looked relaxed and happy, the picture of easy camaraderie.

It vexed him he couldn’t jump on a horse and take her on a tour himself.

Jealousy warred with envy, and they tied.

Gripping his teacup so hard, Cam feared he would snap its delicate handle. He knew it had been a long ride, as he’d been sitting there for the better part of two hours with Simon by his side. They’d talked about everything, including Simon’s reason for going to the Continent earlier in the year. It had been eye-opening, to say the least. Cam was beyond thrilled his friend had found a cure for his violent outbursts while asleep, so disturbing they had nearly ended not only his marriage but his wife’s life.

After being sworn to secrecy, especially not to tell Margaret, Cam had moved the conversation to lighter topics of importing wine and of horse breeding.

Simon stood and waved to his sister-in-law as she and Gray entered the paddock. In a few minutes, she rushed across the grass until she reached the paving stones and then the terrace. Finally, she mounted the steps to the veranda, beginning to speak as soon as she was within their hearing.

“What a glorious day,” she exclaimed, gesturing to the blue sky and bright sun, “and your estate, Lord Cambrey, is positively lovely. I’ve seen fields of gorgeous flowers and orchards with every kind of fruit. Cows, sheep, pigs, all well-tended. And Nell never faltered. Grayson was kind to show me around.”

Cam felt her words like a knife twisting in him. He should have been the one showing her around. And he noted her use of Gray’s first name, while she still called him—after so many kisses—by his title. Even after he’d bloody well had her on top of him a few hours earlier.

“I never noticed before how you babble like a brook, Miss Blackwood,” he heard himself say, and his tone was practically a snarl.

“Cam,” Simon protested. “Maggie’s simply excited by how well you maintain Turvey House. You’ve lived here all your life and forget how it looks to fresh eyes.”

However, Margaret’s expression had tensed, and neither of them sat down. That only irritated him more.

“I don’t maintain it at all, and if I did, I certainly wouldn’t be doing so in the near future. And excuse me, Miss Blackwood, for not standing.”

God, but he felt irritable. What’s more, his entire body ached and his stomach hurt. Blasted tea! Pushing it away from him, both cup and saucer, not caring how it sloshed over the side of one and into the other, he scrabbled in his coat pocket.

His fingers found and held the bottle of laudanum he’d remembered to grab as his valet lifted him onto the stretcher to bring him downstairs. Yanking it out, he unstopped it and took a small sip.

“Are you two going to stand there all day like a couple of Greek statues?”

Simon frowned at him. “I’m going to go for a walk and stretch my legs.” Then he winced. “Sorry, old chum. I didn’t mean to rub salt in your wound. As soon as you have the cast off, you’ll be strolling around like you used to.”

Cam could think of no response as he still had months before that terrifying event. He said nothing, only glaring at Simon until the man nodded and wandered off in the direction of the stables. He expected Margaret to do the same since he’d offended her. To his surprise, she pulled out a chair and sat down.

As soon as a servant had offered her some refreshments, she turned her attention to him, staring at him.

“Are you in a great deal of pain?”

“At present?” Cam considered. The ache he thought he’d felt had vanished as soon as he’d sipped from the bottle. “No, the opium tincture works almost immediately.”

“Good, because I wouldn’t want to speak frankly while you were distracted by your injuries.”

“I’m always somewhat distracted by them,” he confessed, his irritation dwindling. Because of her nearness, he thought. “The plaster casts are hot, and my skin has started to itch under them.”

“Does your mother knit?”

“Rarely,” he responded. “What a strange question. Do you wish to speak to me about knitting?”

“No, but if Lady Cambrey has any knitting needles, I believe you could slide one between your skin and the cast and ease some of the itching.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. Actually, he wanted to hug her.

“What a dashed good suggestion. I can already imagine the relief.”

“Is the itchy skin why you were so beastly rude when I came back from my ride? Because I do not babble.”

He felt his face heat up with embarrassment. “I’m sorry.”

“You are forgiven.” She sipped her tea. “Also, I’ve seen pushchairs in the city.”

He held up his hand. “I’ve already got one on the way though mostly, I need to keep my leg up.”

“Still, it will offer you a degree of mobility. You can race between the dining room and the front parlor. Or ride it across the grass to the river.”

“Yes, if I can convince Cyril to give it a hearty push.”

She laughed lightly, and he relaxed. Why had he been such a boorish cur? He couldn’t even recall.

“Why did you think I was a dream this morning?” she asked him, and he knew their frank discussion had begun.

Remembering how he told her to remove her gown and then, good God, he’d mentioned her female parts, Cam wished he could slide under the table and disappear. Somehow, until that moment, he’d pushed aside his entirely inappropriate behavior, or the laudanum kindly had.

“I had a dream about you. I have many dreams, of course.” That was all she needed to know.

“I’ve heard opium tincture can cause dreams to be vivid.”

Nodding, he fiddled with the tea cup in front of him until she reached over and poured him a fresh cup.

“It helps with the pain and with sleeping,” he told her.

She nodded. “I’m sure it does. Were you awake when they set your bones? It’s terribly painful, isn’t it?”

“The surgeon offered me ether or chloroform,” he said. “I actually don’t really remember this, but Mother told me I said it was too experimental, and I could handle having my bones set without being put to sleep unnaturally. In all likelihood, I was afraid I wouldn’t wake up. Who knows?”

“Indeed,” she remarked. “I would feel the same way. I’ve read some success stories in the papers, and also a few tragedies.”

“Laudanum and brandy are far safer, in my humble opinion. The worst pain was waking up while someone, I don’t know who, carried me off Oxford Street. I was already a bleeding, crumpled heap. I suppose it was imperative I be moved, or I might have been run over any number of times.”

Though he was attempting to make a little jest, Margaret didn’t look amused.

“You could have been killed instantly. I heard the driver of the carriage that hit you was.”

Cam nodded, recalling why he’d been where he was in the city at that moment. Margaret didn’t know he’d gone to speak with her. How he’d left her door feeling despondent after learning she’d departed for Sheffield. How he’d wanted to ask her if she understood their kisses were better than any he’d ever had and demand to know if she felt the same.

Here they were, chatting together in the sunshine, sipping tea. He should count his lucky stars.

“May I?” she asked, pulling the laudanum bottle across the table toward herself. Oddly, he had the impulse to snatch it back but didn’t. She lifted the stained cork and sniffed.

“I thought it would smell more bitter,” she noted. “What’s in it?”

“Sherry, cloves, and cinnamon,” he said, irrationally wanting her to return it immediately so he could hold it close. “Dr. Adams said it was the most palatable blend.”

Eyeing him over the bottle, she put the stopper back in.

“You don’t mind the dreams?”

Holding his hand out, she placed it in his palm, their fingers brushing as she did.

“Not some of them, no.”

He watched her cheeks pinken delightfully. For his part, he felt a surge in his loins as he recalled his dreams and the reality of having her atop him, her bounteous breasts crushed to his chest.

Should he do what his mother practically insisted and ask her to marry him?

“When do your plaster casts come off?”

Not soon enough! He wanted to scream it out loud. Such behavior would frighten her.

“I have months to wait still, at least for the leg. I think the one on my arm will be removed sooner.”

He’d answered his own question about proposing. Even if he wanted to ask for her hand, he wouldn’t do it in his current state, not while standing at the altar to say his vows was an impossibility. They couldn’t go on a proper wedding trip. He wasn’t fit to be anyone’s groom at present.

“It was kind of you to come visit.”

“Jenny would have come if she could, but there is Lionel.”

Cam couldn’t help smiling, thinking of his friend as a father.

“What is it?” Margaret asked, seeing his expression.

“I’m adjusting to Simon as an adult, I suppose. One minute we’re green youths, then we’re supposed to be responsible enough to raise children.”

There was no question he would have children of his own one day. What of Margaret? He hadn’t thought of her in any maternal sense before, only as a sensuous, fun-loving creature.

“And do you like being an aunt?”

Her smile spread. “It seems I am good at it. I figured out how to stop Lionel from crying, and that was a blessing. He is easy to love, warm and cuddly. Yes, I confess, I enjoy being an aunt.”

As she’d spoken, he’d fallen in love.

He wanted to sigh loudly, his heart was beating fast, and he was making moon-eyes at a woman while she spoke. He couldn’t deny it. Hearing her talk about holding a baby, Cam could easily picture her with their own child in her arms. Yes, this was love.

“Do you realize since I sat down you’ve had two swallows of your laudanum mixture?”

Sitting up straight, he stared at her.

“No, you are mistaken.” Then he looked around for his bottle, realizing he still clutched it in his good hand. “It’s right here.”

“Yes, but you’ve raised it to your lips twice. By the way, how much did your physician advise you to take? Each day, I mean?”

Why was she asking him such personal questions?

“I believe I may take the amount which eases my pain. How would Dr. Adams know if I need a few drops more or less?”

“I suppose a good doctor would have an idea of how much is correct. And safe.”

Safe!

“I assure you, after what I’ve been through, I am proceeding with all due caution.”

Even in the matter of love.
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“There’s a flower in your garden as big as a dinner plate,” Simon commented without preamble when he returned. “I’ve never seen the like. Not in England, anyway.”

Maggie was glad he’d returned. She thought it might be better if her brother-in-law were to make sure John wasn’t taking too much of the strong opium tincture. Nearly monthly, she read in the papers about some poor soul who’d become addicted to it. What’s more, there was the titillating book from a couple decades earlier, poor Thomas de Quincey and his Confessions of an Opium Addict.

Moreover, everyone suspected the recent death of the brother of those clever Bronte sisters was tied to the young man’s use of laudanum.

Yes, the more she thought on this, the less she liked it.

“I’m going indoors for a moment. I’ll leave you two gentlemen to talk.”

Simon stood, of course, whereas John could not. Slowly, she walked around the table until she was behind the earl’s chair, and then she widened her eyes at Simon and nodded at the laudanum bottle still grasped in John’s fingers.

When Simon frowned at her, and John began to squirm in his seat trying to see behind him, Maggie even mimicked someone drinking.

Finally, her brother-in-law stopped staring at her blankly and smiled down at his friend.

“I’ll go find out about our next meal, shall I?”

Simon grabbed her arm as he passed her, hurrying her into the back hall of the manor.

“What was all that about?”

“I am concerned with Lord Cambrey’s use of opium tincture.”

She watched Simon’s thoughts play across his face. He didn’t dismiss her worries out of hand, for which she was appreciative.

“You understand he is in considerable pain,” Simon pointed out.

“Yes, I know, but perhaps we should keep an eye on how much he is taking. Opium is not without its ill effects. De Quincey, you recall.”

Simon nodded. “I’ve read the Confessions.”

“Who has not?” she said. “In some ways, it glorified the pleasurable aspects.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. “Is there some reason you are concerned. Has he been acting strangely?”

Maggie hesitated. “Well, he kissed me.”

Simon shrugged. “I’m not sure that is so strange. Besides, hasn’t he kissed you before?”

“Jenny!” Maggie exclaimed, realizing her sister must have disclosed this personal detail of her time in London.

This time her brother-in-law grinned.

“All right, I’ll tell you,” she said. “Being grabbed off my feet and hauled atop him was not the type of kiss we’ve exchanged before. And what about his ungentlemanly remark right before you left the table?”

“Hardly the terrible ramblings of an addict.”

“No, but completely out of character. What’s more, as soon as he had a sip from that bottle, he became his sweet self again.”

“I will keep my eye on him.”

“Thank you.”

Simon gazed at her a moment. “You sound as though I am doing it for you, as if you care for him. Do you?”

Maggie shot him her candid smile.

“I don’t usually allow people to kiss me unless I care for them.” Then she recalled some of the other men she’d kissed during her Seasons. “Actually, I suppose that is not entirely accurate. I—”

Simon held up his hand. “I think I’ve heard enough. Unless there are men against whom I need to defend your honor, please don’t say anymore.”

“You are a dear brother-in-law.”

“Visitors!” came Lady Cambrey’s excited voice, floating down the corridor. “Where is everyone?”
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Chapter Fourteen


Lady Cambrey appeared in a lovely day gown of cream brocade with navy thread. “Where is John?”

“On the veranda,” Simon told her. “I was just going back outside.”

“I’ve put our guests in the front parlor. I don’t think after a long journey they should be asked to come outside. On the other hand, John will not want to be carried into the room in such a way as they can see him. I know that.”

Maggie could see her dilemma. “Simon and your butler could take Lord Cambrey into another receiving room, the drawing room, I suppose. Then in a minute, you could lead your guests in there to visit with him.”

“Splendid,” Lady Cambrey said. She gave Maggie a long stare. “You have a good head on your shoulders, my girl. Why don’t you go greet them in the parlor, and I’ll find Cyril. Simon, please prepare John and tell him to be on his best behavior. I’ve noticed he’s had a tendency toward crankiness lately.”

Maggie made eye contact with Simon, trying to add that to the list of uncharacteristic behaviors. But her brother-in-law only sighed.

“Yes, Lady Cambrey. Don’t worry about a thing.”

“Hurry along, Miss Blackwood,” the older woman ordered her. “Someone has to see to the guests.” Then, she disappeared through a doorway, no doubt in search of her butler.

Simon nodded to her. “Hurry along, Miss Blackwood,” and with a parting smile, he left her standing there.

Glancing down, Maggie realized she was still in her riding habit. However, it was not dirty and it was a becoming shade of burgundy. As she walked down the hallway, she paused only to check her reflection in a mirror. No smudges on her face, and her hair was still neatly pinned.

With that, she crossed the domed main hall and thrust open one of the front parlor’s double doors, entering the room decorated in pea green and white. There, seated on one of the two sofas was Lady Emily Chatley and her daughter, Jane.

Oh, joy!

The ladies stood, both with equally perplexed expressions at seeing Maggie.

“How lovely to see you both,” Maggie exclaimed, moving in for the obligatory cheek kiss.

Neither said anything for a moment, then Jane recovered from her surprise.

“We had no idea you were here, Miss Blackwood. Your family’s home is not in Bedfordshire, is it?”

“No, when not in Town, we are in Sheffield. Please, sit down. Lady Cambrey will return shortly. My brother-in-law, Lord Lindsey, is Lord Cambrey’s dearest friend. We came as soon as he could tear himself away from his new baby.”

“Oh, a baby,” the senior Lady Chatley said with a wistful smile Jane did not share.

“Yes,” Maggie intoned. “My sister had a boy about a month and a half ago.”

“How lovely.” Again, it was Jane’s mother who spoke, clearly desirous of a grandchild of her own.

Knowing it was simply not done to have any guest feel uncomfortable, Maggie turned the conversation to something that ought to please Jane.

“I wish to offer my congratulations on the success of the benefit for the orphans. The banquet was very smoothly run, and it was glorious weather for cricket.”

However, her mention of the banquet did not produce the desired results of bringing a smile to Jane’s face. It served only to remove the one from her mother’s. Their gloomy countenances were so obvious and pronounced Maggie nearly remarked upon them, catching herself only just in time from rudely questioning them.

Jane merely nodded. “The orphanages will be built, and many children will be removed from the street. They are the only thing of importance,” she said as if her mother had said something to the contrary.

Luckily, Lady Cambrey returned at that moment.

“Please, ladies, follow me to the drawing room. Much cozier in there. I have refreshments awaiting you, as well as my son, who was determined to arise from his convalescence to visit with you.”

Arise from his convalescence? Maggie barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. It wasn’t as if John were Lazarus, for pity’s sake. He hadn’t even been in his bed, but simply relaxing on the veranda.

Following the others to the drawing room, Maggie couldn’t imagine how any room with eleven-foot ceilings could be considered cozy. Last to enter, she waited for everyone to sort themselves out. The ladies Chatley had to exclaim at John’s appearance and offer their sympathies for what had befallen him. Finally, as Cyril moved out of the way, and the ladies took their seats, Maggie found John in a wingchair, with his leg raised upon a matching ottoman stool.

“Excuse me for not standing upon your arrival, ladies,” John said, slipping instantly into the polished gentleman she knew him to be. When he wasn’t kissing her. Or holding Jane close.

Maggie sat next to Lady Cambrey since the Chatleys were upon the other sofa, and at last, Simon took the other wingchair.

“We were thrilled your mother invited us here,” Lady Emily Chatley began, addressing herself to the earl. “Turvey House, for its grounds alone, is worth the trip from London. We didn’t realize you would have other guests, like a country party. Are there others coming, too?”

“You’ll have to ask my mother, as I wasn’t aware anyone at all was coming,” John said.

He offered a pleasant smile Maggie took to be false.

“All four of you have been quite a surprise.”

“Oh,” Emily Chatley exclaimed while John’s mother laughed, though no one had said anything remotely funny. “I do hope we are a welcome surprise.”

“Indubitably,” John said. “Like a dream.”

Simon coughed, and Maggie cleared her throat, guessing he was mischievously referring to the morning’s escapade.

“No,” Lady Cambrey said sharply, as if aware of their thoughts. “No one else is coming. This is enough company for my son while he recovers.”

Maggie was grateful John’s mother hadn’t seen fit to mention she hadn’t even been invited. Of all of them, Maggie was the only interloper. Jane was a welcome guest, on the other hand, and it was obvious why Lady Cambrey had wanted her to come. Undoubtedly, she hoped by spending time outside of the pressures of London, Jane and her son might form a solid attachment.

If that were the case, the last thing any of them wanted was Margaret Blackwood in the middle of things.

“When are we leaving, Simon?” It popped out of her mouth before she could rein herself in.

All eyes turned to her and then swiveled over to Simon, who returned her a slightly puzzled look.

“I hadn’t thought of exactly when. I don’t want to be too long away from Jenny and Lionel. Perhaps another few days.”

And then the ladies drank tea and pummeled Simon with inquiries about his wife and baby, going over every detail of Lionel’s appearance and Jenny’s health.

Maggie sat back and hoped, after the tea, a good claret would be brought in or, at the very least, sherry before dinner. Swinging her leg under her gown, she tried to keep interested in the chatter, but she’d heard all the stories before.

Maybe she should go speak with the housekeeper, Mrs. Mackle, about the drink. Or should she ask the butler?

Sighing quietly, she hadn’t yet got it straight at Belton Manor and certainly not at Turvey. She supposed it didn’t matter. She would be gone before working out the hierarchy of the Cambrey servants. Without question, an earl’s daughter such as Jane knew precisely whom to ask about getting a glass of something deliciously relaxing.

At that moment, somehow her glance collided with John’s. Instead of either of them politely and intently listening to the conversation in case they were called upon to offer some contribution, they stared at one another. Ever so slightly, his left eyebrow rose. Maggie had the absurd notion he was using his left brow because it was in better shape than his sadly savaged right one.

A small bubble of amusement began to float around inside her. Oh dear. She mustn’t burst out laughing or these ladies would think her truly mad. But then John was doing something with his lips. Was he? Or was she imagining it?

Jane’s mother laughed and the others, including Simon, joined in, giving Maggie the distraction, she needed to lean forward and see if … yes, he was pursing his lips. Was he pretending to blow her a kiss?

“Do you agree, Miss Blackwood?”

Sitting back quickly, glancing around, at first, she wasn’t even sure who had addressed her. One of the two older ladies, she guessed. Usually people only asked if they wanted you to agree or assumed you did, and thus, it was probably safe to do so.

Looking between the women, she decided to tilt her head and speak to the very high ceiling as if pondering her answer, rather than look at the wrong person.

Glancing up, after a brief hesitation, she said, “Yes, I do agree.”

“I’m shocked!” came the immediate response from the elder Lady Chatley. “A girl of your breeding and upbringing.”

Oh dear! Now what infamy had she brought down upon herself.

Glancing at Simon for clarification, all he did was shrug unhelpfully. A look at John gave her nothing but widened eyes in return. Sighing, she tried again to focus on the conversation. Half an hour later, they were finally released to change for dinner.

Their small party was increased by the addition of Grayson O’Connor. Therefore, they had an equal number of single ladies to bachelors, no matter the status of the gentleman, lord or commoner.

With Cam at one end and his mother at the other, Maggie sat next to Simon on one side of the table, and the ladies Chatley sat across with the estate manager between them.

The elder Lady Chatley spent the evening trying to understand exactly who Mr. O’Connor was, what his place was at Turvey House, and why, if a servant, he was seated at the table with them, especially next to her precious daughter.

Maggie had to admit Jane was a good conversationalist, easily discussing topics from agricultural practices to the revolutions overseas to the latest acts of Parliament. The latter grabbed John’s attention, and Maggie watched as the two conversed about the recent public health act.

“But surely they must make it compulsory,” Jane was insisting.

“I wish it were the case,” John agreed. “I fear only like-minded individuals will voluntarily make improvements.”

Maggie thought his to be an overly pessimistic view.

“I believe people are basically decent,” she stated quietly.

When she realized everyone was looking at her, she continued, “With the establishment of a central Board of Health, I think towns will do what is right for the greater good to provide, at the least, clean drinking water.”

Jane did not smile condescendingly, though she did shake her head slightly as if disagreeing.

“I pray you are right. Nevertheless, I think cholera outbreaks will continue and refuse will still run in the roads as long as landlords can get away with it.”

“Refuse,” exclaimed Jane’s mother, as if she couldn’t even bear the word.

“Or until some consequence touches those in power or their family,” Grayson added. “If the greater good suits someone’s private interest, then people may act.”

“All right,” Maggie conceded. “I agree. There are those who will do nothing for their fellow man unless it impacts either them personally or their bank account. However, that is precisely another reason I think this bill will make an impact. Mr. Chadwick has made a valid economic argument to that effect. The fewer sick poor people there are, the fewer poor seeking relief. Whatever is done to prevent sickness is money well spent, and even the most selfish and self-interested can see such a benefit.”

“Bravo,” cheered John, who’d been listening intently.

Maggie felt her cheeks warm. You see, she wanted to tell them, I’m not merely a flighty female who likes fashionable gowns and dancing. Though she did, of course.

“Margaret is correct,” Jane agreed. “The economics will be the compulsion we need, even if the bill has no teeth, as they say.”

“Economics,” John agreed, “and people like you. What you did for London’s orphans was a wonderful thing.”

Back to Jane’s accomplishments, Maggie thought unkindly, then sipped her wine. What a horrid person she was not to be pleased with Jane’s success. And she was pleased for all the children who would end up with roofs over their heads. Why, though, couldn’t Jane have organized her banquet with someone other than John Angsley? Clearly, his admiration for the earl’s daughter had grown because they’d worked closely together.

Maggie couldn’t think of anything she had done or would do that could equal Jane’s charitable work. True, she’d tutored Simon Devere’s young cousins in French before he’d married Jenny. But they were only half orphans and lived in the lap of luxury. Thus, most likely, they didn’t count as evidence of her philanthropy.

What’s more, Maggie had been well paid. Clearly, she didn’t compare to the altruistic Lady Jane Chatley.

Sighing aloud, Maggie realized the room had become quiet at the same time.

“Are you unwell, Miss Blackwood?” Lady Cambrey asked.

Looking around the table, Maggie considered her answer. Her stomach was full and she’d definitely had enough wine. Moreover, she’d had enough of some people’s company. With an intense desire to be away from Jane so she wouldn’t have to compare her own useless existence and find herself lacking, Maggie did something she almost never did. She lied.

“Actually, I believe I had a little too much sun today. From riding, I suppose.”

Mr. O’Connor cocked his head, looking puzzled. Only he knew they’d spent much of the time shaded by huge aged trees.

“I believe I have a headache coming on. Would you all excuse me if I retired for the evening?”

The men, except for John, stood as she rose.

“Will you be all right?” Simon asked.

Maggie wished she hadn’t needlessly worried him.

“Fine. I think I’ll go to bed early, and I’ll be good as a shiny penny by morning.”

Curtseying first to the three titled ladies and then to the three gentlemen, including Mr. O’Connor because to do otherwise seemed rude, Maggie made her escape through the door a servant now held open.

If she were living in one of the popular romantic novels, perhaps written by one of the Bronte sisters or that clever Jane Austen, then her heart’s desire, John Angsley, would come after her. He’d find an excuse to leave the dining room and surreptitiously run into her in the hallway outside her room.

Unfortunately, Maggie couldn’t recall any heroes in casts who needed assistance for a tryst. It would hardly be romantic if Simon or Grayson were carrying John around to meet her.

Climbing the stairs while feeling as if her satin slippers were made of stone, Maggie considered whether a bath would help. However, it seemed an unnecessary imposition to the housemaid. Instead, she let the maid who’d accompanied her from Belton Manor help her undress and take out the pins from her hair before braiding it. Then, much to the woman’s surprise at having her duties end early, Maggie excused her for the night.

As soon as the maid left, Maggie realized she should have asked for some books from the library. Standing there in her shift, she considered. It had only been about half an hour. Surely, the guests would still be in the dining room. If not, they would be in the drawing room having an after-dinner drink. At least, the ladies would, and maybe eating some little fondant cakes, while the men had cigars and brandy elsewhere.

Drat! Now she wanted cake, too. Such was the price one paid for lying. She could ring for books. Yet, how ridiculous was that really. To bring some poor servant upstairs only to send her back down to the library.

Deciding to move swiftly, Maggie donned her wrap and slippers. Despite her hair being in a loose braid over her shoulder, she was presentable enough if anyone should glimpse her running about Turvey House.

And run, she did. Dashing and sprinting until she was in the Cambrey library. Smaller than the one at Belton, it was still far more than adequate, and she was confident there would be something with intrigue and excitement. Or even a novel filled with intense relations and aching romance.

Perusing the shelves, Maggie had just pulled out a thin book of the collected works of Edgar Allan Poe when she heard footsteps. Heart pounding, clasping her wrap together tightly over her chest, she tried to shrink against the wall behind the door.

It opened slowly, and a familiar head appeared. Simon peered around the room and spotted her.

“What on earth are you doing?”

Sheepishly, she held out the book. “Getting something to read.”

“I went to check on you. Jenny would be furious with me if there was something really wrong and I didn’t let her know.”

“I’m fine,” Maggie admitted with a wave of her hand.

“Why are you hiding behind the door?”

“I heard men’s boots and thought it might be … Oh.”

“It could only be me.”

“Or Grayson, or the butler, or a footman.”

“Unlikely. Why would Gray be haunting the library, or Cyril for that matter? Fess up, Cam’s the person you didn’t want to run into.”

“Most certainly, not in my nightclothes. Not after this morning.”

Simon grinned. “And you forgot he was in a pushchair, didn’t you?”

“Stop it. It’s not funny. If you could have seen the look on his mother’s face when she found us.”

“I should have let her force you two into marriage. I think it would have done you both some good.”

Maggie felt her cheeks grow warm.

“Why would you say such a thing? Only think how happy he seems now Lady Chatley is here.”

“Lady Chatley is old enough to be his mother.”

Maggie made a face. “You’re teasing me again. You know I mean the other Lady Chatley. The pretty one.”

Simon shrugged. “I’m a fairly decent judge of women, and I think you’re prettier than Jane.”

Even if it was only her brother-in-law’s opinion, his words gave her a boost of happiness, until he added, “She does have a nice disposition though. Somewhat reminds me of Jenny.”

“Are you saying my disposition isn’t as nice as Jane’s?”

“I didn’t say that. Though I don’t think Jane would leave the middle of a dinner party, even if she’d been stabbed and shot, not if she thought it might offend the hostess. Especially if she merely wanted …” He tilted her book toward him until he could read the spine. “Not if she liked the man at the head of the table, who looked a little morose after she departed.”

“Did he? How do you mean? Did John stop eating? Did he sigh and rest his head on his hand? How about his conversation? Did it drift off as if he were distracted?”

Simon’s mouth fell open. “I think you need to befriend Jane and have this type of conversation with her, not me. Anyway, now I know you’re well, I’ll leave you to your evening. A word of advice though. Since people are now roaming about, mostly going upstairs, I suggest you stay here for a bit, given your state of undress.”

As he turned to go, Maggie put her hand on his arm.

“Was there cake?”

Smiling as if recalling the most scrumptious piece of sponge, Simon nodded.

“Almost better than my cook’s.” With that, he left.

Scrunching up her face, Maggie considered. Simon was correct. She should settle in here and do her reading rather than risk running into one of the men, particularly if they were carrying John. Taking a wingchair next to the lamp, Maggie spent the next hour enjoying Poe’s thrilling short stories.

Stretching, her stomach twinged slightly. Hmm. Go to bed thinking of glorious sponge cake, or seek it out and satisfy her craving?

Glancing at the book in her hand, she knew what good old Edgar would do. He would brave the somewhat dimly lit mansion, sneak into the kitchen, and raid the larder. For surely, there were plenty of leftovers somewhere.

Minutes later, she’d made her way through Turvey House’s silent main living areas and stood at the door to the servants’ wing, which not only housed the vast kitchen but also the pantry and larder. She assumed the staff’s dining room was beyond that, and any sleeping quarters for servants who didn’t sleep in the attic, such as the scullery maid.

At the swinging door between the hall and the kitchen, she hesitated. Perhaps this would be considered a terrible breach of domestic order and etiquette. What if they were all in their nightclothes as was she?

But sponge cake was on the other side. Gently and slowly, Maggie began to push the door inward. What harm could it do?

Jane would never barge into the Cambrey kitchens late at night.

With that sobering thought, Maggie stepped back, quietly letting the door swing closed. Sighing, she turned and ran smack into a tangle of arms and satin gown.
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Chapter Fifteen


As if Maggie had conjured the devil herself, there was Jane. Except instead of looking demonic, Jane’s only devilish trait was her slightly lopsided smile.

“I didn’t expect to find anyone else roaming about,” the young woman said, eyes filled with merriment. “I think I had a bit too much wine and not enough food to soak it up. Mother keeps an eye on what I eat. I thought another slice of sponge would do the trick.” Jane actually giggled. “Do you see? Sponge to soak up the wine in my stomach.”

“Yes,” Maggie said. “I do see.” But the thought of going into the Cambrey kitchen with a tipsy Jane gave her no joy.

“Why don’t we go to the drawing room and ring the bell?” Maggie suggested.

“Oh, no. I don’t want to do anything so rude this late at night, especially as a guest.”

“I believe the kitchen staff would prefer it to us going into their domain at this hour. Don’t you think?”

Jane frowned, swaying slightly where she stood. “No, I don’t.”

“That’s fine,” Maggie said, reaching for her arm. “I’ll think for both of us right now.”

Sighing but going along with Maggie’s guidance, Jane let her lead the way to the drawing room. Turning up the lamps, relieved to find the fire still lit, Maggie held her breath and rang the bell, almost imagining she could hear it jangling back in the kitchen.

In a very few minutes, a maid entered, still tying on her apron.

“Yes, miss,” she said, with a weary curtsey to Maggie, who stood in the middle of the room. Then the girl saw Jane, too, now lolling upon the sofa and added another curtsey.

As Jane began to hum, Maggie exchanged a pained look with the maid.

“My apology for bothering you this late,” she began, and the girl’s eyes widened in shock, most likely at being apologized to. “We were only wondering if we might have two slices of sponge cake, the one served with dinner. With custard poured over if you have it.”

Then she recalled her mother’s remedy for anything that ailed one.

“And a pot of tea, weak, but with plenty of milk. Actually, forget the tea, just two glasses of milk will do.”

Keeping an entirely neutral face, the maid muttered, “Yes, miss.” Bobbing another quick curtsey, she left. Maggie could only imagine the talk in the kitchen.

Jane started to rise. “Shall we go get some cake or at least a few biscuits?”

“Yes, it’s coming,” Maggie told her, breaking off as Jane held her hand to her mouth, a distinctly green tone overtaking her creamy cheeks.

Looking wildly about, Maggie located a crystal bowl filled with apples. Dumping the fruit onto the sideboard, she shoved the bowl toward Jane, who sat back down heavily, and leaned over the crystal. Luckily, her hair was still pinned up and only a few stray tendrils fell forward, which Maggie pushed back as Jane lost the contents of her stomach.

In a few moments, she had finished.

Removing the bowl from the other girl’s lap, Maggie wondered what to do with it. It seemed a terrible thing to have it waiting for the maid bringing their snack, and the odor was starting to fill the room.

“Stay here,” she told Jane who was leaning back, eyes closed. “I’ll get rid of this and return shortly.”

Heading for the water closet in the back hallway, Maggie truly hoped she didn’t meet anyone now. Trying to keep the bowl as far away from her as possible, she wished she could hold her nose with one hand but needed both to steady the unwieldy crystal. Soon, she had dumped it in the toilet, thankful for the blessing of indoor plumbing. What to do with the bowl? With a shrug, she left it inside the water closet, tucked against the wall.

She had done her part. Sadly, some wretched housemaid would have to find this when she came to clean, most likely in the early morning. No doubt, it would be an unsolved mystery discussed by servants for years to come.

Hurrying back to the drawing room, she passed the maid leaving, nodding as the girl curtsied. In the lovely blue room was a tray with two pieces of delicate golden sponge smothered in warm custard, two glasses of milk, and no Jane.

“Can’t let this go to waste,” Maggie said aloud. Sitting down, she polished off the first piece and drank the milk.

“Tasty,” she added, rather enjoying talking to the empty room. Simon had been right about the baking skills of the Cambrey cook.

Eying Jane’s portion, Maggie decided she could likely devour hers as well but would eat it in the privacy of her own room.

Tucking Poe under her arm, she picked up the plate and glass and headed to bed.
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Cam was already seated in the sunny breakfast room located on the east side of his home, awaiting his guests. It was the first time he’d been down to breakfast since his return to Turvey House. Still irked about the necessity of being carried and having his food cut for him, Cam had Cyril and his valet, Peter, bring him down exceptionally early so no one would witness his infirmities.

With his leg cast hidden discreetly under the table, propped up on a neighboring chair, he had chosen only soft eggs and toast, which he could easily eat with one hand. If only his stomach didn’t hurt.

When half an hour later Margaret entered, he felt a flood of enjoyment course through him as swiftly as it had departed when she’d left the dining room the night before.

Simon was close behind, and Jane entered a minute later, looking what his father used to call peaked. However, since she’d had no complaints the evening prior, it was Margaret whom he asked, “Are you feeling better?”

Strangely, she stared at him a moment uncomprehendingly, even glancing at Jane as if the other would respond. Then her eyes widened.

“Oh, you are addressing me. Of course. Better. Yes, I’m feeling much better. Thank you. Nothing a good night’s sleep couldn’t cure.”

He thought her good night’s sleep had also made her hair look even more lustrous and her eyes shine brighter. Even her cheeks had a perfect creamy hue.

“You’ve transformed into the shiny penny you promised last night. I’m glad to hear it.”

As they took their seats, he felt the need to excuse his behavior.

“Again, ladies, I apologize for not getting up.”

Margaret told him he needn’t offer an apology each time, and Jane, who remained silent, merely shrugged as she poured herself a cup of tea before staring silently down at the white cloth.

“Is everything all right?” Unlike Margaret, she looked more like a well-used shilling. “You’re unusually quiet.”

Not that he knew whether Jane normally chatted like a magpie in the mornings or not. Though, come to think of it, she did seem to have an opinion or comment to make at most other hours of the day in which he’d been in her company.

Jane glanced at Margaret, and it seemed to Cam as if some unspoken secretive communication passed between them.

“I have a bit of a headache this morning,” Jane said quietly.

“How odd! Isn’t that how you felt last night, Miss Blackwood? Do you think some sort of illness is winding its way through Turvey House?”

“No,” Margaret asserted at once. “I’m sure it is unrelated.”

Jane nodded in agreement, then winced at the movement. If he didn’t know better, he’d say she’d had too much to drink the night before.

Women! What strange animals.

Speaking of which, the elder ladies entered next. The conversation led by Lady Chatley turned quickly to babies and which couples had formed attachments during the Season, both topics seeming to make Jane shrink in her chair.

He should have warned his mother about Lady Emily Chatley’s desire to make a marriage between him and Jane. At his bidding, she would not have invited them. He didn’t like to see Jane unhappy.

“What plans do you have for today?” he asked to change the subject from the new romances of the ton. “Those of you lucky enough to be able to get about should seize the opportunity.”

“I thought the four of us,” Lady Cambrey began, nodding to the other females at the table, “could take a tour of All Saints. It’s a lovely church. Right on the edge of our estate. You must have passed it when you arrived. And then we shall have a picnic on the banks of the Great Ouse. The weather looks fine.”

Cam noticed the younger ladies looking not as pleased as the older ones, and could only imagine they were both missing the excitement of London’s finer venues.

“Mother, I suggest Grayson go along as a guide, for he knows the area as well as I do. And, of course, Simon should go, too, to keep you all company.”

Maybe with those two along with their good humor, the ladies wouldn’t be bored.

“Simon came to keep you company,” his mother pointed out, her face set in a mulish expression.

Hmm. “Fine, but take Gray—”

“Take me where?” asked the man himself, strolling in as if he owned the place, and Cam thought he was doing it to irk Lady Chatley, who had thought it extremely odd Gray had dined with them the night before. Unfortunately, she’d been vociferous in expressing her thoughts.

“I want you to escort these lovely ladies to the church and then to the river for a picnic.”

Gray turned to stare at him so only Cam could see his face.

“A grand idea,” his estate manager said, his expression professing the exact opposite of his words. “Though I do have work to do. Lord Lindsey knows the area only too well. Maybe he would like to accompany them.”

Cam would not be out maneuvered. “Lord Lindsey is going to stay and chat with me since I hardly ever see him. Whereas with you, I am rather sick of your ugly face.”

Lady Chatley, the elder, gasped, while Gray threw his head back and laughed heartily.

“Well said. I agree. I am fair sick of you as well.”

Cam noticed Jane and Margaret were smiling, too. In truth, however, if there were a way to keep the latter with him, he would, but he couldn’t think of any way to do it.

The butler had entered on his quiet servant feet, which Cam always found slightly astonishing. Suddenly, the man appeared next to him.

“Yes, Cyril?”

“Your chair has arrived, my lord.”

Everyone hesitated and then understanding dawned.

“Bring it in,” Gray said.

Cam shot him a look. Would everyone have to be witness to his humiliation?

“Yes,” Simon agreed. Turning to Cam, he pointed out, “You’ve finished eating. Let’s get you in it and try it out. In fact, I think this means we can all go on the outing today.”

Cam felt his eyes grow wide. “Perhaps.”

He was of two minds. He didn’t want to appear as an invalid to Margaret. On the other hand, he truly wanted to be in her company, not to mention to be with her when she saw the sights near his home for the first time. In any case, he was probably going to use the damned chair for the next couple of months. Thus, he might as well begin. Particularly if it could get him beside her for the day.

In a moment, Cyril returned with the pushchair.

Gray whistled. “You spared no expense it seems.”

“It is the fanciest one I’ve ever seen,” Simon agreed, eyeing the contraption of rattan, mahogany, and brass-studded, tufted leather. “And look at the size of those wheels.”

“That’s so I can get about the estate,” Cam pointed out. “Not merely for indoors.”

“I think you could race my carriage with it,” Simon joked.

Cam thought about it. “Let us see.”

With as much grace as possible, he let Gray and Simon lift him onto the chair. Cam couldn’t help smiling.

“It is superbly comfortable, precisely as I ordered.”

Gray got behind it and gave it a tentative push. “And it moves very easily. Luckily, the church is close enough we don’t even have to load this into a wagon. We can push you the entire way.”

True. In a very few minutes, Gray was driving the ladies in Cam’s open landau while Simon pushed him down the drive, toward All Saints Church.

“You know there’s not really much here to see,” Cam reminded his friend. “I don’t know what my mother is thinking. It’s not like it’s St. Paul’s.” They both had a good laugh at the comparison.

“And why are they in a carriage?” Cam laughed even harder when he looked at it ahead of them. “One can walk there in five minutes.”

He slapped his good thigh with merriment.

Simon joined in. “It took longer to harness the horses than the actual ride will take. I have to stop a moment.”

He stood beside Cam, tears streaming from his eyes at the absurdity of all the ladies climbing into the landau for a two-minute trip. “I can barely breathe for laughing.”

They were already halfway there, and in a moment, Simon started pushing him again. Then like a bolt out of the blue sky, Cam heard him ask, “Are you interested in Lady Chatley?”

Cam tried to turn in the chair in order to see his friend’s face.

“Stop wriggling,” Simon reprimanded as if he were a naughty child. “You’ll tip yourself over. By the way, you know you’ll be able to roll yourself around when the cast comes off your arm.”

“Of course I know that, and I shall. Why, I’ll have arm muscles like a gorilla by the time I’m out of the leg cast.”

He said nothing more, hoping Simon would drop his line of inquiry.

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

Simon’s sigh was loud and dramatic. “Do you have an interest in Lady Jane Chatley?”

“For God’s sake, man, why do you care? Didn’t we have a similar conversation the other day on the veranda?”

“Yes, however, that was before Lady Chatley arrived. I know I am behaving like an old gossip. But if you care for Jane and not for Maggie, then I need to know because I will have to report back to my wife. If you care for them both, then I might have to throttle you within an inch of your life. And if you care for Maggie and not for Jane, then we might end up as family.”

Cam felt the smile spread upon his face. After a moment, he said, “I think I would like to end up as family.”

Simon let out a whooping sound.

“Yet it is not,” Cam added, drawing his laudanum bottle out of his pocket and taking a swig, “entirely up to me.”

“True, though I think Maggie might be interested in you, too. I’ll say no more, as it would be disrespectful to my sister-in-law. I think you should declare yourself sooner rather than later though, since I plan on staying only a few more days. If I don’t get to hold my wife and son again soon, I’m going to go raving mad.”

“Understandable. You’re lucky to have made yourself a family.”

“I had the easy part compared to Jenny.”

They laughed again.

“Are you in pain now?” Simon asked.

Cam thought about it. “No. I’m distracted by our conversation, so I’m not.”

“Then why did you take a sip of laudanum just a moment ago?”

Cam almost hadn’t realized he’d done it, but he could still taste it on his tongue. Dammit. And Simon sounded like Maggie when she’d started questioning him about the laudanum. He didn’t like it one bit.

“In truth, the jerkiness of this pushchair has caused my leg to ache. I simply didn’t want to worry you. It’s strange having my leg straight out instead of elevated. Undoubtedly, it’s swelling even as I sit here.”

This was met by silence from Simon, and Cam wondered if he disapproved.

“You know, everyone takes laudanum for pain. It’s as common as ale.”

“True, but taking too much for too long is also common.”

“Understood.”

They spoke of it no more as they’d reached the entrance to All Saints.

“Why don’t you go in and find the others. I’ll sit here amongst the dead, or roll around in left-handed circles.” He tested it by grabbing hold of the hand grip on the left wheel and pushing down until he began to spin.

Simon offered him a wry grin. “Perfect!”

After his friend disappeared inside the stone church, Cam considered his words. Perhaps he should declare for Margaret. After all, she’d seemed perfectly happy to receive his kisses each time he’d doled them out. If only she didn’t seem happy to kiss everyone else, as well. What if she had kissed Gray while the two of them had been out riding the day before?

Luckily, he could find that out easily enough. It seemed like a perfectly reasonable question to ask his long-time friend, man to man. He knew his estate manager would be back outside soon since there could be nothing much fascinating in the interior of All Saints … except Margaret.

Unfortunately, when Gray did emerge, it was with the ladies Chatley and Cam’s mother. They seemed to be in an animated conversation about the belfry and the date of the oldest bell, which Cam knew perfectly well was 1682. Still, he stayed silent while Lady Emily Chatley droned on for a few moments, reading from a leaflet she’d found in the church’s nave.

Eventually, Jane looked over and waved to him, and then abandoned the others.

“You look better than you did at breakfast,” he remarked.

“Do I? I feel better. I suppose I had too much to drink last night.” Jane leaned close and whispered, “My mother has that effect on me. It really only takes a second glass of wine, and I feel as though I’m walking on board a ship.”

“Only two?” Cam grinned. “You would do best to stick to sober-water, my girl.”

“I know. And unfortunately, when I have wine, my stomach thinks I’m at sea as well.”

Poor Jane.

“Miss Blackwood helped me last night when I was insisting on storming your kitchen for a treat.”

“Did she?”

“Next thing I knew, I was ill. She took care of everything, and I confess to being cowardly and fleeing the scene.”

Poor Jane, indeed. And Margaret, too.

Right then, Margaret came out of All Saints with Simon behind her. Glancing toward where he and Jane had their heads together, she got a decidedly strange look upon her face.

“I should apologize to her and thank her,” Jane continued.

“Now’s your chance,” Cam said, but Margaret moved toward Gray as they began their tour of the church’s exterior. The group stopped to look at the molded interior arch of the south porch before heading back to the small cemetery.

“Do you mind if I walk with you?” Jane asked him. “When I’m trapped with my mother and other people, she goes on embarrassingly about my ‘accomplishments,’ and then always manages to bring up engagements, weddings, and babies. In that order, of course.”

Cam laughed. “Mothers treat their sons no differently. Anyway, what did you think of the wonders of our little church? Did you see the tower and the baptistery? The majestic nave? The brasses? The Mordaunt family monuments?”

“Yes, I saw it all. It is a positive gem to have. And handy, too, for when you marry.”

Hmm. Jane was right. He could have Margaret from his house to the church in under five minutes. Taking a sip of laudanum, he set it back in his pocket, and realized he was stuck. He could get nowhere with one hand, and he couldn’t ask Jane to push the heavy chair.

The others had all walked ahead and were examining the lichen-covered headstones.

When Margaret, whom he couldn’t keep his eyes off, looked back, Cam gave her a little wave. Quickly, she said something to Gray, who came back at a trot.

“Didn’t mean to leave you stranded, old boy.” Pushing him swiftly over the trimmed grass and pavers, he added, “Margaret reminded me of your plight.”

He called her Margaret now, did he?

“Nice of her since my two best friends forgot me.”

Gray nodded at Jane who walked beside them.

“Luckily, you had this lovely lady’s company. I think she got the wrong end of the sword though.”

“Ha! Now hurry up, let’s make sure no one misses the mausoleum. You and I have only seen it a hundred times!”
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Maggie could relax and explore the churchyard as soon as Grayson pushed John into her sight. Jane remained by his side, like a devoted fiancée. Maybe she was. Possibly they’d already come to an understanding. Perhaps they would announce their engagement at the picnic, and everyone would celebrate. Jane could become tipsy again and sit on his lap in the pushchair for the ride home.

“Why are you scowling?” Simon asked her, and she tore her gaze away to look at her brother-in-law.

“Am I?”

“Yes. Anyway, you don’t have to tell me. Some people feel that way in cemeteries.”

It was as good an excuse as any so she said nothing more.

“By the way,” Simon added. “I mentioned to Cam to be careful with the laudanum.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m not sure he took it well.”

Glancing at John again, Maggie frowned.

“If they announce an engagement, I shall personally warn her of the danger. Then it will be up to her.”

Simon’s eyebrows rose. “Announce an …? Is that why you’re over here in the shadow of this sepulcher, scowling like a gargoyle?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Picking up her skirts, she decided she’d been too familiar with her brother-in-law. It was time to rejoin the ladies.

After a few minutes of aimless browsing, Lady Cambrey declared it time for the jaunt to the River Great Ouse. As Maggie let Simon help her into the landau, she was pleased to see Jane leave John’s side and board the carriage as well. Simon stayed with them this time to drive, and Grayson was elected to handle pushing John to the river.

For the entire short journey down the lane and to the water’s edge, Jane seemed to have something she wanted to say. The other girl was glancing at her, saying something with her eyes. Maggie decided she would let Jane get her alone after they ate and speak her peace. No doubt it had something to do with asking Maggie to leave the field of honor, so to speak. Having two single ladies buzzing around the same bachelor was probably unsettling.

However, after the kiss she’d shared with John, and the exquisite sensation of her body atop his, Maggie had more than half a mind to fight for him. He might have chosen Jane for her placid nature, solid head on her shoulders, and all that, even for her sweet face and inheritance. Yet, the sparks Maggie felt with him were very real.

Could he possibly feel the same with Jane? It flummoxed her if such were the case, because her own experimental kisses with other men had been like a tepid flicker compared to a roaring flame.

Deciding to do the unthinkable, she would ask John outright. Was he willing to give up the exquisite burning sizzle they shared for a mere glimmer of warmth?
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Chapter Sixteen


The Great Ouse was not exactly the Thames. Maggie knew the river was very long, but there, near Turvey House, it seemed hardly any different from the River Don near Simon and Jenny’s Belton Park. Their carriage ride had taken slightly longer to get to the river than to the church since they’d driven practically back to the manor before taking a left onto a path leading down to the chosen picnic area. Mrs. Mackle, the Angsley’s extremely capable housekeeper, had sent servants to lay out a grand spread.

Where they alighted from the landau, there were multiple large cloths on which were already placed a stack of plates and silverware. Servants had carried down baskets of food and drink, which they now dished out as the ladies and gentlemen gathered around.

Grayson and John came last, and everyone turned away as the injured earl was helped from his chair to stretch out upon a blanket.

When he groaned, though, Maggie whipped her head around to see him rubbing his thigh before he pulled his laudanum bottle from his pocket. To her delight, however, he looked at it and then returned it to his coat without opening it. Maybe Simon’s words had got through to him after all.

She was pleased to see the meal was light, merely individual cold pastry pies filled with meat and vegetables, easy to hold in one hand, along with fruits and cheeses. She drank only lemonade and noticed Jane did the same. The older ladies tipped back glasses of wine, and Maggie wondered if the ability to keep one’s head came with age. All of a sudden, she missed her own mother and wondered what was happening back at Sheffield with Jenny, Eleanor, and the new baby.

Lost in thought, she nearly didn’t notice when Jane gestured for her to walk to the water’s edge. Brushing the crumbs from her hands, she stood up and followed. It seemed it was the time of reckoning. Or maybe Jane would simply try to be rid of any competition by shoving Maggie into the river.

“Don’t go swimming, girls,” Lady Cambrey called after them, as if knowing Maggie’s thoughts. “Looks can be deceiving, and the current is rather swift.”

“I haven’t swum in a river or in the sea since I was a child,” Jane mused. “I think it would be fun and most definitely refreshing.”

Maggie looked out at the moving waters. “Perhaps deadly unless you’re a strong swimmer. There are probably bends in the river where it is more placid.”

Frankly, she was surprised at Jane’s words, still thinking her more reserved than she’d proven herself to be either now or the night before. It seemed there was an adventurous, amusing Jane, one who had captured John’s heart, and Maggie was only now seeing her.

Jane’s glance went from the river to lock onto Maggie.

“I simply wanted to say thank you.”

Oh, of course. Why hadn’t that occurred to Maggie? She’d assumed it had to be about John. Offering her a reassuring smile, Maggie waved her hand, trivializing the moment.

“You’re welcome. Besides, I ate your piece of cake, too.”

Jane laughed. “You deserved it. You saved me from humiliating myself in the kitchen or utter mortification in the drawing room.”

“We’ve all done something we wish we hadn’t.”

Jane sobered instantly, looking back at the group. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw John’s gaze upon them.

“I suppose you’re right,” Jane murmured.

Maggie burned to know what Jane was recalling but asking her was out of the question. If she wanted to spill her secrets, she would.

“I like you,” Jane told her abruptly. “I wish we’d been friends during the Season.”

Feeling as if she’d been petty in some of her uncharitable thoughts regarding Lady Jane, Maggie could only agree and add, “There’s always next year.”

“Somehow, I doubt it,” Jane said, sounding dour. “I don’t think there will be another Season for me. At least, I hope not.”

Feeling her heart clench, Maggie was certain Jane meant she would soon be off the marriage market, as it was called. Next year, Jane might be hosting parties for other debutantes at the Cambrey townhouse.

Maggie would prefer tossing herself into the Great Ouse than attending a party thrown by the Earl and Countess of Cambrey, especially if she were still a single lady enduring her third Season.

The others started to walk toward them, and their private moment passed.

“If you look farther along, you’ll see our raspberry bushes are plentiful,” Lady Cambrey said. “Not that I’ve ever picked them, of course, but our cook makes raspberry pie and sponge with fresh raspberries and cream. She makes preserves for morning toast, as well as raspberry wine and vinegar, too.” She paused for a moment. “Then she starts putting raspberries over half the dishes we eat at lunch and dinner.”

Staring at the bushes, Lady Cambrey frowned. “Come to think of it, maybe I should tear them all out.”

Simon laughed. “It can’t be that bad. Besides, I have fond memories of picking pails of them. I’m sure Cam, Gray, and I ate more than we gave to the cook.”

Cam’s mother smiled. “Soon, I hope there will be a new generation of Angsleys to pick berries.”

Cam, who was back in his chair and being pushed by Gray, gave a loud mock groan. As Maggie watched, he shared an amused glance with Jane.

“Remember what I told you?” he called to her.

Jane nodded, giving a slight shrug.

A private joke between the couple, Maggie thought. They might have already discussed having children as soon as possible to please his mother or hers.

“Shall we walk farther?” asked Lady Cambrey. “There’s a small bend a short way up. It’s where John used to paddle as a boy.”

“Mother,” he admonished her.

Disregarding him, Lady Chatley cooed. “I would love to see it. Wouldn’t you, Jane?”

Simon added in a loud voice, “Then we’ll take a tour of where he had his first diaper changed.”

Everyone laughed.

“Only you could get away with such irreverence,” John told him. “As far as my mother is concerned anyway.”
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Cam never thought he’d be glad to get back to bed and have his leg in the infernal sling, but he was. Even the modest outing of the day had been a painful, tiring ordeal.

Closing his eyes as soon as his head hit the pillow, he said to Gray, “Don’t go yet.”

The butler had already left, and Simon had decided to write a letter to Jenny. Thus, they were alone.

“Haven’t you had enough of my company?”

“Just a quick question, but an important one.”

Gray pulled a chair over to the bed. “All right.”

Cam opened his eyes and looked at him. “You might not want to answer.”

Gray nodded. “All right.”

“When you went riding with Miss Blackwood, by any chance, did you kiss her?”

“What?” His long-time friend scrunched his face up into a curious expression, both disbelief and amusement.

Despite the shard of embarrassment cutting through him, Cam continued, “Actually, at any time you’ve been alone with her, not only on a ride. Or even not alone, I suppose.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Look, simply tell me if you’ve kissed her?”

However, Gray was already laughing, first merely a chuckle but then a loud guffaw escaped him.

“I fail to see what’s funny?” Cam said, his tone clipped.

“Because I’m not the one asking you a ridiculous question. I’ve only just met the lady.”

“That’s neither here nor there. Upon first seeing her, you could have developed a great passion, which you then expressed to her while riding together. She should have had a companion, not been out alone with you.”

“Because I’m such a randy beast?” Gray’s satisfied smile never left his face.

“I don’t know.” Cam groaned. “My head feels muddled. All I know is I would certainly kiss her if I were alone with her. I have done, in fact, and upon numerous occasions.”

Why had he felt the need to say that? It was disrespectful, he knew, but it did stake his claim.

“Oh, really?” Gray raised an eyebrow. “Besides here in your bedroom, do you mean?”

Cam scowled. “I’ll not compromise the lady by discussing it with the likes of you. Answer the bloody question.”

“I thought I had. The answer is a resounding no. I have not kissed her, nor do I want to.”

That got Cam’s undivided attention. “Whyever not? What’s wrong with her?”

Gray laughed until he howled, holding his stomach and doubling over with mirth. All the while, Cam lay stock-still, arms crossed over his chest. Damn the man for being amused.

At last, in a calm voice, Gray asked him, “Do you want me to sing her praises or tell you what I don’t like?”

“Neither,” Cam told him. “I already know what’s wonderful about her, and I don’t care what you don’t like. I’m glad there are things about her you don’t like. She’s mine, not yours.”

“Good. I think you’re well-suited. Why don’t you tell her? I believe Miss Margaret and Simon are leaving soon.”

Cam groaned. “Look at me. How do I approach a lady when I can’t walk?”

“Pick a place,” Gray said, suddenly in earnest, “and I’ll get you set up first and then bring her to you.”

“I’ll think on it,” Cam said, feeling grateful and irrationally emotional. This could be very important to the rest of his life. “Thank you.”

“Am I dismissed, my lord?”

“Stop it, and yes, you are.”

At the door, Gray turned. “Don’t choose the spot where you had your diaper changed.” He ducked out of the way as Cam threw a pillow at his head.
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The next morning, he didn’t bother getting up early and racing everyone to the breakfast room. He didn’t feel like eating anyway. His stomach pained him. Perhaps it was from lying awake most of the night pondering where he should declare his affections for Margaret. He didn’t have the extraordinarily lovely gardens like Simon had at Belton Manor, but Turvey House had some lovely views of the river. There was a stone bench which might do nicely.

At mid-morning, his mother appeared at the door with her newspapers.

“I didn’t expect you to come today, not with a house full of guests.”

She bent down and kissed his cheek. “Why didn’t you come downstairs today?”

He shrugged “I felt tired when I awakened.”

“And no wonder. You went from no exercise to quite a bit yesterday.”

He didn’t tell her he felt tired or groggy a lot of the time anyway. He only knew when he tried to skip a dose of laudanum, everything hurt more.

“Anyway, everyone is having a good time,” she informed him. “Simon is out with the ladies riding, and he said he would come see you when they get back. Since Lady Chatley is by herself, I’ll leave you the papers. I shall take her for a walk into the village.”

Heading for the door, she turned back to him. “I hate to leave you alone.”

“Mother, I’m a grown man.”

Giving him a lopsided smile, she said, “You’ll always be my little boy.”

He couldn’t help but smile back at her. Then she was gone.

Reading the papers was a good diversion and got the wool out of his brain. He rang for tea and then plunged into the next daily. He’d nearly forgotten how much he loved the maneuverings of the government, and got easily lost in an article on what Lord John Russell was up to.

Half an hour later, he was wrapped up in Ainsworth’s The Lancashire Witches, which was being serialized in The Sunday Times.

“I might write a novel,” he murmured aloud.

“You do need some company if you’re talking to yourself,” said a voice from the doorway.

Simon strolled in, looking as if he’d enjoyed a brisk ride and caught some sun and wind.

“Nothing wrong with talking to oneself when one is not only speaking sense but also a good listener.” Cam chuckled at his own joke. “Actually, I have about a hundred thoughts in my head, and I believe some of them might even be original. At first, I was feeling muddled from inactivity and sleep. Now, I have an overabundance of creative thoughts. I should start writing some of them down.”

Simon said nothing for a moment, then asked, “Shall we get you downstairs, maybe to the library? Probably do you good to get up once a day.”

Cam considered. “Yes, let’s. The library would be good for me. Get Cyril. Is there anyone else about?”

Simon shook his head. “If we hurry, then no. The ladies are changing out of their riding habits.”

“Perfect.”

In a very few minutes, he was downstairs and in his pushchair, which fit perfectly under the round oak table in the library. Fountain pen and paper before him, Cam started to write.

A few minutes later, a movement in the doorway snagged his attention. It was Jane, which was relieving. If he encountered Margaret before he was ready, Cam feared she would read upon his face he intended to ask her for her hand, and this wasn’t the setting he wanted.

“Did you have a good ride?”

“Yes, lovely. Am I intruding?”

“No, not at all.” He almost confessed she was interrupting a stream of thoughts, but her stay would be short, and he would have many weeks to write after the Chatleys’ departure.

As if reading his mind, Jane said, “We’re leaving tomorrow. I’m sorry you were surprised by us. I think our mothers had a bit of matchmaking in mind. Or at least, mine did.”

“I know. And it’s perfectly fine. I was glad for the company.”

Jane arched an eyebrow. “Even when you already had such delightful company?”

Christ! He thought his cheeks might be reddening. “Close the door, will you?”

Grinning, she did so and then came closer, to lean upon the edge of the table on the other side, facing him.

“I feel as if we’ve become friends with all the hours spent getting ready for the banquet. I hope you don’t think I’m being too personal,” she said.

“No, I don’t, and I do feel as if you’re a friend. Rather unusual during a Season, don’t you think? To make a friend with a member of the opposite sex, instead of a romantic association.”

She nodded in agreement. “It helps neither of us is the least bit bothered we don’t have romantic feelings for each other. We couldn’t have become friends if it were elsewise.”

“True. A few times during the planning meetings, I was worried something more was being hinted at—”

“By my mother,” Jane interrupted. “You can’t blame her, can you? A daughter becoming wedged on the shelf and you, an eligible, titled man, right before her like low-hanging fruit.”

Cam laughed. “Yes, that’s me, formerly a juicy pear, now more like a dried sultana trussed up in plaster casts.”

He was glad to see her laugh. “You mustn’t let your mother get to you. You were in a terrible state after the cricket match. And then you let her drag you up here to Bedford. Glad as I am to see you, it puts too much of a burden on you, especially when you knew we weren’t going to form an attachment.”

She shrugged, dismissing his words and, in all likelihood, believing she ought to behave as a dutiful daughter.

“I mean it, Jane. Moreover, I don’t think at your age, you should worry about being on the shelf, neither permanently wedged on it, nor precariously toppling off.”

Jane sighed softly, and he wondered if he should put his brain to use thinking of which gentleman of his acquaintance deserved her.

“When the invitation came from your mother,” Jane said, “it would have been rude to turn it down simply because I knew we weren’t going to become engaged. Besides, coming to cheer you up was the least I could do after I’d cried all over you in that wretched tent.”

“The tent was not wretched. It was perfectly lovely. And you have cheered me up. Our little outing yesterday was the first time I’d made it past the veranda. I wouldn’t have done so if it had been only Simon and …” he trailed off.

Jane grinned again. “Ah yes, that’s why I came in here, remember? Because you didn’t want me talking from the doorway about the delightful company I found already visiting you. And I don’t mean the handsome Lord Lindsey.”

Was he beaming like a fool?

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said foolishly.

“Ha! Ridiculous,” she cried. “I’ve seen how you look at Miss Blackwood. She is a lovely girl, smart and kind, too, and I recall she wears a ballgown to perfection. Why, I’m positive you’ve danced with her during the past Season.”

“Yes, yes, to all that. I know how she dances and how she looks in a ballgown.”

“Does she know you know?”

Cam frowned. “What do you mean?”

Jane leaned toward him. “Are you going to tell her you admire her?”

“Yes, I believe I will. Soon.”

She placed her hands upon the table in front of him and stared into his eyes.

“This is terribly romantic, John. The lady comes to visit with her brother-in-law because he is your good friend, and then you discover you are mad for her.”

Caught up in her excitement, a hundred notions going through his brain about Margaret and romance—ignoring the fact they were opium-induced—he grabbed for Jane’s hand, making her slip chest-first onto the table.

With her other hand supporting her chin, she giggled uncharacteristically.

“When you put it that way,” Cam said, “the whole thing does sound marvelous.”

He hadn’t heard any footsteps. Yet, when the door opened, Cam saw the very lady herself, staring wide-eyed as if she’d caught him en flagrante, like in a French farce.
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Chapter Seventeen


Maggie literally could not believe her eyes. It was too impossible. There was John seated in the library, grabbing hold of a laughing Jane, who was sprawled upon the table within kissing distance, with her gown gaping open and her cleavage hanging before his face.

Letting the book fall from her fingers, she abandoned the stories of Poe, turning and fleeing the scene. Barely able to breathe, Maggie had to get out of the house. Was that what she had looked like to his mother and Grayson when they’d come upon her lying atop him?

It didn’t seem to matter to John Angsley, as long as he had a woman, any woman. Or maybe when he’d give her his excuse about thinking he was dreaming, he’d been dreaming of Jane all along.

Dammit! She would not cry. After all, she knew he had feelings for Jane.

At least she needn’t bother asking him whether he could give up their fiery encounters for a tepid arrangement with Jane? They seemed to have plenty of heat between them.

“Stop,” Maggie heard behind her. It was John’s voice booming loudly through the open doorway. Then there was a lot of scuffling. Perhaps the lady was needing to rearrange her skirts.

“Please, wait.” This time it was Jane who called after her, then suddenly, there the lady was, chasing Maggie down the hall.

Reaching the main door, she was intent on escaping outside. However, Jane was beside her a moment later.

“Oh, please, Margaret, won’t you let me explain?”

“No, I think not. I have eyes, don’t I? I saw the two of you.”

Jane shook her head. “Oh dear.”

“Precisely,” Maggie told her, putting her hand on the door.

“No, I mean, oh dear, I can only imagine what it must have looked like. Please, come back to the library. John is most upset.”

“This might seem like putting too fine a point on it,” Maggie said, her voice shrill to her own ears, “but at this moment, Lady Chatley, I don’t find myself caring whether the Earl of Cambrey is upset.”

Jane had the gall to smile. “Yes, I can see why that might be. Except you mistook what you saw.”

Maggie rolled her eyes, but Jane persisted.

“Come now, this type of silly misunderstanding only happens in a romantic novel by Miss Austen.”

Maggie froze. “Are you saying you do not love our great Jane Austen?”

Jane sighed. “Well of course I love her books, but I wouldn’t want to live in one, would you? With all the heartache and heartbreak, and the miscommunications and hidden tendres. Our lives are not like those, so please, won’t you come back with me and speak to John?”

How ironic, Maggie thought, to have been thinking just the other evening of life in a novel. What’s more, Jane was correct. There was always heartbreak, drama, and even tragedy before there was a happy ending. Even then, sometimes, there wasn’t one.

Before Maggie could answer, Jane took her arm and half led, half dragged her back down the hallway. At the library doorway, Maggie could see one of John’s feet protruding, the one sticking out of his cast.

“Damn and blast,” John exclaimed, as he came into sight. “It took me all this time not to go in circles, and then I got myself hooked up on the casing.”

Slightly sideways, he had one of the front wheels of his pushchair stuck on the door jamb. Maggie stared down at the floor, a little angry, a little scared, but then as she raised her gaze to his face, at the same time, he looked up into her eyes.

“Margaret,” was all he said, but his tone resonated through her.

“If you don’t mind my saying,” Jane began, “I believe we should push you backward and not have whatever is to come next occur while you are in this doorway.”

“By all means,” John said, “get me unstuck, but then, if you ladies wouldn’t mind, please push me onto the veranda. I’m confident we can make it.”

Silently, they did as he instructed, and before long, Maggie, with Jane by her side, was pushing John down the hallway toward the back of the house.

“That’s it, good going, girls,” he cheered them on as if they were oxen at a plow.

When they reached the veranda, Jane excused herself quickly, with nothing but a muttered, “Good luck” before she disappeared without looking back.

“This is not what I intended,” John began.

“No?” Maggie said, and nothing more. She was not going to help him with ‘whatever came next,’ as Jane had put it. In any case, she simply wasn’t certain what he intended.

“No, this isn’t. Gray was going to bring you to a romantic spot, probably by the river.”

“Gray?” She knew her voice had an edge to it, but again, John had thrown her off balance. “Does he have feelings for me?”

John frowned, his face a study in confusion. Then he shook his head.

“No, not that I’m aware of. In fact, he has a list of what he doesn’t like about you.”

“I beg your pardon.”

If John didn’t look so very handsome and have such an attractive mouth at which she now found herself staring while waiting for him to make some sense, she might have been insulted.

“Let me begin again,” he said, “and speak plainly. I hold you in great esteem and have for a long time.”

Feeling her cheeks heat, she kept silent. This was one of those times when Jane Austen would write for the heroine to simply let the man speak.

“Even though I felt drawn to you, not merely for your looks but also for your nature, your good humor, your laughter, the way you see the world. Still, at first, I worried you were too young, and then, of course, I saw you kissing Burnley, which you later told me you were happy to do.”

“Happy because that kiss demonstrated the vast difference between an ordinary kiss and an extraordinary one.”

He blinked at her. “Oh, I see.”

“However, it is difficult for me to credit this ‘high esteem’ in which you profess to hold me, after seeing you with Lady Chatley.”

“Jane came into the library only to ask about my feelings for you. I was telling her when you walked in.”

Maggie shook her head. “Not just now. I am referring to after the banquet. At that time, I thought we had an understanding, based again on another extraordinary kiss.”

“As did I, but then I found you in Westing’s arms. Much as I adore you, Margaret, and I do, I won’t live in question of whether my wife is devoted to me or equally interested in another man.”

Maggie recalled the day. John with Jane and then …

“You came into the pavilion?”

He nodded.

“But Christopher was only comforting me because of what I heard and saw while standing in the tent opening. You and Jane. It left me shaken, and he ended up taking me home directly.”

John rubbed a hand over his face. “I’m sorry. It was a misunderstanding.”

“Exactly like in one of Miss Austen’s novels.”

Tilting his head questioningly, John waited for her to clarify.

“You know, as in Emma. You are Mr. Knightley, and I think you care for Harriet, but all the time—”

“All the time, I liked Emma, though she seemed very immature and not to know her mind. Moreover, she appeared to prefer Frank Churchill to Knightley.”

At her surprised expression, he added, “I’ve read a few romantic novels in my day.”

Maggie smiled. “Emma was young and inexperienced and didn’t know whom she liked until she thought she’d nearly lost the man. I, on the other hand, grasped the nettle, leaping into the breach to kiss other men and draw my own conclusions.”

John pinched the bridge of his nose, making a sound that might have been exasperation.

“I don’t think you needed to kiss other men to determine your heart.”

“It seemed more direct than, for example, going through everything Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy went through, don’t you think?”

John took her hand in his. “I’m glad you’re not wearing gloves.” He caressed her palm.

Her breath caught.

“What you saw in the tent—and today, for that matter—was the strange circumstance of two people of the opposite sex who have become friends. And nothing more. I promise you. Jane appeared in the tent after the banquet when I thought I would meet you.”

“I was on my way,” Maggie explained.

“She got there first and was most upset because her mother was beginning to make it known she wanted Jane and I to come to an understanding. Lady Chatley hoped the banquet would be the day I was so enraptured by Jane’s skills as a hostess, I would offer for her, even as the last wicket fell at the match. Also, Jane cannot drink worth a damn.”

“I found that out myself. Apparently, she has an extremely low resistance to the effects of wine.”

“Or champagne,” John added.

They both chuckled slightly, then silence descended. They stared at one another.

“And you’ve never kissed her?” Maggie had to know.

“Not once. I didn’t need to do any such thing to know how I feel about you. When I kiss you, I can’t even think about kissing anyone else. Ever again.”

Catching her bottom lip between her teeth, Maggie considered his words. He sounded very sure and very much as if they were going to have a future.

“In my defense, John, I hadn’t kissed many men before you. And I believe you’ve done that and much more with other women.”

His eyebrows rose and then he dropped his gaze.

“It’s all right,” she insisted. “Honestly, it would have been strange if it had been otherwise. If I were your age, even unmarried, I believe I would have experienced the act of a man and a woman together. As it is, I’m excited by the prospect of undertaking it. With you, I mean.”

She watched his expression go from surprise at her bluntness to utter delight.

“As am I,” he told her, bringing her hand to his lips to kiss her palm. “Let’s get this done correctly, shall we?”

With the strength in his one arm, he tugged her onto his lap. Taking hold of her chin, he directed her to look at him. With their gazes locked, Maggie felt as if she were swimming in the hazel depths of his eyes.

“I offer you my hand in marriage and ask for yours in return. I offer you my name, my title, and all that goes with it. And I offer you my body,” he broke off with a wry grimace, but she nodded encouragingly, “which will be whole again someday soon to provide the pleasure you deserve. And children, too, I hope. Most importantly, I give you my heart, and I promise I will never share it with another. Will you marry me?”

Feeling the tears coursing down her cheeks, Maggie sniffed and wiped them with her free hand.

“Sorry,” he said and released her chin, delving in his pocket for a handkerchief, which he quickly used to dab at her eyes before giving it to her.

“I must look all red and moist and awful,” she said, feeling ecstatic anyway.

“Miss Margaret Blackwood, you are infuriating. You must know you look lovely, even while crying. And you have not responded to my very romantic plea.”

Maggie grinned at him through her tears.

“Yes, John Angsley, I will marry you. And I will take your title and your body, and all that. With great joy. Mostly, I feel extraordinarily fortunate to be given your heart. I give you mine, as well.”

Instantly, his hand slipped through her hair to cradle the back of her head and draw her close. As his lips touched hers, she sighed against him. Opening her mouth to receive his skilled, probing tongue, she relished the thrilling sensations coursing through her.

After a few delightful moments, Maggie pulled back.

“I cannot wait until we are in bed for the first time. Kissing like that when one is completely naked and lying together must be utter heaven.”

His cheeks seemed to color slightly, and she watched him swallow before he puffed out a breath of air. However, when she expected words of love and longing, instead, he groaned slightly.

“I’m afraid, darling, I need you to climb off my lap. You’ve awakened a part of me which needs to move and to have room. And unfortunately, your lovely rounded bottom is also starting to make my injured leg ache like the devil.”

She jumped up as if burnt.

“You should have said something sooner.” Then she stared at his lap to see the ‘part’ of him which needed to expand.

“I can see it,” Maggie said, evoking a pained laugh from John, who put his hand to his ribs.

“Let’s only hope no one else comes outside too soon. There are things I’d like to keep private between us.”

“Agreed.” Then she thought of his injury. “But your leg. Is it all right?”

“Throbbing a tad.”

She watched him reach into his pocket, the same from which he’d pulled the handkerchief. This time he withdrew the familiar, dark glass bottle, opened it, and took a small sip.

“Only a few drops,” he said when he saw her watching him.

She could hardly chastise him this time. Who would look after him, though, when she left? Then it dawned on her how much she didn’t want to leave.

“Do you think I have to return to Belton now we are engaged?”

“It would be the proper thing to do. I won’t marry you until I can stand by your side. And I want you to have a ring as lovely as your eyes, if such were possible. I need to get to London for that.”

Then he groaned.

“What is wrong? Is it your leg?”

“No. I wanted to ask you to marry me somewhere singular and in some special way.”

She crouched down beside his chair.

“I cannot imagine a more perfect place than being on your lap. It was extremely special.”

A glimmer of a smile crossed his handsome face.

“Maybe we’ll do the proposal again properly when I have the ring in hand.”

Shrugging, she stroked the side of his cheek. “I don’t mind if you wish to ask me again. My answer will be the same.”

“Your answer?” Simon echoed, coming onto the veranda in time to hear her last words. “What are you two discussing?”

“Getting engaged,” Maggie replied, standing up in time to catch her brother-in-law’s delighted expression. “Which we just did.”

“That’s wonderful. I’m very happy for you both.” Simon swept her into an embrace before reaching down to smack John on the shoulder in lieu of shaking his right hand. “Jenny will be pleased, too.”

“I’m determined to be standing when I marry this lady,” John insisted.

“Thus, we wait,” Maggie agreed. “We’ll have a decently long engagement, unlike some people.” She shot an amused glance toward Simon.

“Are you saying your sister and I were indecent?”

Maggie shook her head. “Knowing my sister, your quick marriage was all done for very practical reasons.”

“True,” Simon agreed. “I couldn’t keep my hands off of her, and so she decided we’d better be official.”

Both the men laughed, but Maggie refused to find amusement at any remark that hinted at impropriety where her older sister was concerned.

Seeing her countenance, Simon coughed to cover his laughter.

“Tonight, we must have a celebration before the ladies Chatley depart tomorrow.”

Maggie felt a little sorry Jane would be gone. She had proved to be a true friend and no threat at all.

“When the senior Lady Chatley hears our news, she might not be in a celebratory mood,” John surmised. “And she might take it out on Jane.”

“Nonsense. Jane’s mother will have to realize there are as good fish in the sea as ever came out of it. Unquestionably, as good as one Bedfordshire earl.” Simon considered. “Besides, we must know a few eligible men we can throw in her path.”

“Into Jane’s path or her mother’s?” Maggie asked. “You two make it sound as if one earl is as good as another, or any man is the same to a woman. Which I assure you is not the case. If Jane had truly wanted John, then this would be a terrible evening all around. Only because her heart will not be injured, I am agreeing to our announcing this at all.”

Simon stared at her.

“What is it?” She put her hand to her hair under his scrutiny, checking for stray tendrils.

“For a moment there, you sounded exactly like your sister.”

The two men laughed again. This time, Maggie joined in. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to see her family, and that was the only consolation for leaving John and Turvey House behind.
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John had been correct about Lady Emily Chatley, whose mouth formed a thin line of disapproval as soon as he gave his announcement at the beginning of dinner. Then it seemed to Maggie the older woman was trying to decide whom to blame. Was it Maggie’s fault for being in the right place at the right time, or was it some innate flaw in her own daughter which made Lord Cambrey choose one over the other?

Jane, for her part, expressed delight.

Maggie was glad, and more than a little relieved, John’s mother also appeared happy. How awful if Lady Cambrey had had her heart set on Jane for a daughter-in-law!

Later, when Jane was playing the pianoforte, Lady Cambrey approached Maggie and took her hand in hers.

“We will be family, and I shall have a daughter at last.”

Maggie felt tears prick her eyes. What a lovely way for John’s mother to welcome her.

“You will probably have three daughters. Simon will want to visit his best friend, and thus, my sister Jenny will come. And Eleanor will want to visit Beryl, too, and most probably stay here with me some of the time.”

“My little plan worked well.”

Maggie wasn’t sure she’d heard the older lady correctly.

“Your plan? I’m sorry, Lady Cambrey, I don’t understand.”

The woman clamped her lips together at the same time as she smiled, creating a droll, mischievous expression.

“I could see my son was taken with you from the beginning, and never wavered even all the weeks he worked with Jane. I thought I could help bring about this happy outcome. I wrote to Simon, hoping you would hear of John’s accident. I knew you would be the best medicine for him. When you arrived, it was clear you cared for my son. And I invited the Chatleys because sometimes, nothing shows a man—or a woman—what they want as much as seeing what they don’t want.”

Maggie shook her head in admiration. “Lady Cambrey. I shall be honored to call you my mother-in-law.”

The woman nodded. “I just realized we’ll both be Lady Cambrey. I have never shared the title because my husband’s mother passed away giving birth to John’s father.”

“Is my sharing it all right?”

“Of course. You will make an excellent countess, I have no doubt, which is why I sent you unaccompanied into his bedroom with the newspapers. I thought I’d get a declaration of engagement out of him that very day.”

Maggie was shocked.

“What are you two whispering about?”

John, who’d learned how to move the pushchair in a straight line with only one hand, was suddenly behind them.

His mother bent down and kissed his cheek.

“Women like to share secrets, dear boy, especially family.” She winked at Maggie and walked away to sit by Lady Chatley senior.

John watched her go then, looking up at Maggie, crooked his finger so she would bend close.

“I wish I could pull you onto my lap again,” he said quietly. “And I’m not even going to ask what my mother meant.”

“I’m not going to tell you anyway. But I wish I could sit upon the part of you which likes to move.”

They stared long at each other.

“I don’t want you to leave.”

“I don’t want to. Except to see my family.”

“Invite them all here.”

Smiling, she shook her head. “As a newly engaged woman, I must grow up and act mature. I will go home and tell my own mother the good news.”

“Please plan on returning after my arm cast is removed. You can bring your whole family with you if you like.”

“Maybe Eleanor.”

Jane had finished, and it was Maggie’s turn to perform.

“Will you sing with me as we did before?”

“I’d be honored,” he told her.

She kept thinking about the richness of his voice, and the sweetness of his last tender kiss when she climbed into the carriage for the long journey back to Belton a few days later.

Leaning out the window and waving to him until John and his mother were out of sight, Maggie reclined on the leather seat and stared at Simon.

“A successful visit,” Simon remarked.

Maggie started to snicker at the neutral way he categorized what was the biggest event in her life so far. And then, her happiness spilled out of her as a hearty laugh, with which he joined in.

She never imagined when returning a few weeks later she would find such a changed, nearly unrecognizable man.
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Chapter Eighteen


Cam hadn’t had a drop of opium tincture in two days, and his punishment was to writhe in agony all night, exactly as he had done all day and the night before. In fact, he was startled at how quickly he’d begun to feel wretched after deciding to stop sipping from the laudanum teat.

Within hours, he’d felt utter anguish.

Unable to sleep, he stared at the ceiling. His nose was running and his eyes were watering to add to everything else that was physically ailing him. Nausea was his nighttime companion despite having lost the meager contents of his stomach hours earlier. He’d already called for his valet twice, bringing Peter out of a deep slumber only to swear at him and send him away.

If Cam could crawl out of his own skin, he would. The only part of him which didn’t hurt was low in his back, where for some reason, he felt inexplicably numb. Above anything else, he wanted to move in various positions, as it was sheer torture to lie still. What’s more, he had not an ounce of sleepiness in his entire body despite yawning all day.

Though no longer in the restricting sling, his leg cast hampered his movements. Regardless, he hauled it from side to side all night long as he tossed and turned.

At this point, he almost didn’t care if he reinjured his leg. He simply had to move.

Tossing the bed clothes off his heated body as he had been doing all night, he knew in a very few minutes, the air would cool the sweat seeming to pour from him, and then he would feel chilled.

If he’d thought the stomach ache he’d been experiencing while taking opium was painful, he had been sorely mistaken. For now, the cramping in his belly was a hundred times worse, making him moan aloud.

“Aaaaahhhhh,” he yelled for the hell of it.

Nothing happened in the silent house, and thus, he yelled again. His mother always slept soundly down the other end of the hall, and Gray had his own cottage on the estate. Cam could scream loudly enough to curdle blood without him ever knowing.

He wanted Margaret. He wanted to see her, to kiss her, to make love to her. A notion caught hold of his thoughts—if she were there, he would feel no pain. He was convinced of it.

What’s more, he kept vividly imagining her luscious body lying bare beneath him, her rich honey-brown hair spread over the pillow, her lids heavy, her lips parted, her legs also parted. If he could plunge into her, there would be no pain for either of them.

“Margaret,” he screamed into the darkness, not caring he sounded like a madman.

His valet returned again, bleary eyed and still dragging his coat sleeves on over his nightshirt.

“My lord?”

“I did not call for you,” Cam yelled at him.

“I know, my lord, yet I am here nonetheless.”

Cam beat his fists upon the mattress on either side of his body, glad at least the arm cast was gone and he had full use of his right arm again. It was a slender, pathetic companion to his other arm, but he would steadily work to make it stronger again. For Margaret.

If he couldn’t have her, there was only one thing that could help him.

“Give me my laudanum.”

“My lord?” Peter looked shocked and took a step back.

“Give me the laudanum,” Cam repeated.

“You specifically ordered me not to, my lord.”

“Now I am ordering you to. Give it to me.”

“But, my lord, you said—”

“I don’t care what I said. Either you find me a bottle now, or you are relieved from your position. I’ll send you packing, as Shakespeare’s Falstaff said. Do you understand? You will leave this estate this very instant without references, and I won’t care if you fall in a ditch and starve to death. Am I clear?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Good. Now hand me a bottle, or I will hire someone who can take orders.”

“Yes, my lord.”

His valet looked as hot and sweaty as Cam felt, before disappearing into the dressing room for a moment. Peter returned with a bottle clutched in his hands.

As he approached the bed, the man dared to ask him, “Are you certain, my lord?”

Cam was not going to put up with this insubordination a moment longer. Holding out his hand, he remained silent. He had given his order and wouldn’t repeat it. Maybe he would fire his valet anyway as soon as he felt better.

With a shaking hand, Peter gave Cam the opium. He snatched it with an equally shaking hand. How strange.

Holding it close, he unstopped it in a second and swiftly took a sip. He knew he must be careful. A few drops would be enough. Any more than that and he would be no good to anyone.

Letting the emotional relief and the blissful effect wash over him, Cam breathed calmly and waited, knowing all his anguish would soon be over. In a few moments, he felt euphoric. Everything was fine. Why had he ever thought not taking this miraculous liquid was a good idea?

Even as his mouth felt dry and his limbs became heavy, at least he no longer wanted to writhe and wriggle like a ridiculous worm.

“Water,” Cam ordered his silent valet, who stood watching him with large eyes. “And ale,” he added. “I think I shall want both.”

The man departed, and Cam drifted off to sleep before he could have either.
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“I cannot wait to see my fiancé.” Maggie practically sang the words as she and Eleanor approached Turvey House, with not two but four liveried Lindsey servants atop their carriage. It was the only way Simon would allow them to go alone.

“You keep saying that,” her sister reminded her, not sounding as if she really minded too much.

“I know.”

“I think you like to say the word ‘fiancé’ almost as much as you like to have one.”

They both laughed.

“Just you wait, my girl. Another few years, and you’ll have a Season and find a husband.”

“That’s not what happened for either you or Jenny. You both found your husbands in the country, not in Town.”

“True. You’re an observant girl.” Maggie peered out the window for the hundredth time.

“We still have an hour to travel, didn’t you say?” Eleanor pointed out.

“Didn’t I say the same an hour ago?”

Eleanor giggled again. “No, more like five minutes.”

“I wish Jenny could have come this time. Having a little one like Lionel certainly takes up all your time and energy. I don’t remember Mummy being overwrought.”

Eleanor shrugged. Having been the baby, she had no knowledge.

“Come to think of it,” Maggie added, “Mummy had me and Jenny to help take care of you, which we adored doing. You were like a living doll with whom we could play.”

This brought a smile to her sister’s face, and Maggie saw for a moment the lovely lady who would emerge from the girl in the next few years.

“I can’t believe it was sixteen years ago.” Maggie might be sitting next to her own delightful daughter in a few years.

Eleanor fidgeted with her skirts before saying, “Jenny has Mummy and Simon.”

They looked at each other a moment, then Eleanor gave a very unladylike snort at her little jest of having only those two for help. Their mother liked to bounce the baby on her knee, and that was about it, perhaps feeling she’d done her duty with three of her own. When Lionel cried, she gave him back immediately. When he was hungry, she returned him to Jenny’s arms. And especially when his diaper was soiled, Anne Blackwood was extremely quick to hand him over.

As for the father, Maggie pondered her brother-in-law.

“Simon is earnest in his desire to help.” Unfortunately, he seemed to be all thumbs around his son at present, and it was painful to watch him try to swaddle him.

“I think he will be more helpful when the baby is a grown boy, ready to learn to ride and hunt,” Eleanor surmised.

“Agreed.”

They lapsed into easy silence, watching the countryside go by under the late-afternoon sunshine, and occasionally munching on orange-flavored biscuits until finally, they turned onto the driveway leading up to Turvey House.

“Oh dear,” Maggie exclaimed aloud.

“What is it?”

“I actually feel a little nervous.”

Seeming wise beyond her years, Eleanor leaned forward and patted her sister’s hand.

“I think it’s to be expected. Last time you arrived here, you were not engaged, and you left quickly afterward. It must seem like starting over again.”

Maggie stared at Eleanor. “You are right. I feel as though I’m meeting a stranger to whom I happen to have promised to wed. That’s nonsense, of course. I know John, and I love him.”

She watched her sister’s eyes widen.

“I know,” Maggie nodded. “I think it’s the first time I’ve said it aloud. Believe it or not, I don’t think we even said it to each other when he proposed.”

The carriage came to a halt.

“I think you should rectify it at once,” Eleanor advised as they heard the Lindsey driver jump down from his seat. “As soon as you see your fiancé, run into his arms and tell him how you feel.”

That wasn’t how things were done, was it? Still, it seemed like sound advice. However, when Cyril admitted them to the front hall of the house, which would someday soon become Maggie’s home, John was not there to greet them. She and Eleanor stood under the splendid dome vaulting gracefully over the large staircase, and Maggie wondered a moment what to do next.

“I will inform Lord Cambrey you have arrived,” Cyril intoned and disappeared upstairs.

Puzzled, Maggie bit her lower lip. Apparently, even after a few more weeks of convalescence and the removal of his arm cast as he’d mentioned in his last letter, John chose to remain upstairs during the day.

Solid, quick footsteps heralded the approach of Mrs. Markle from the back of the house. With her impressively calm demeanor and assured capability, she was the reason Maggie didn’t fear the role of Lady Cambrey. Of course, there was also John’s mother who could run things for as long as she wanted as far as Maggie was concerned.

“Good to see you back again, Miss Blackwood,” the housekeeper said, bobbing into a shallow curtsey.

Maggie and Eleanor both curtsied in return, causing Mrs. Markle to look aghast. Then Eleanor giggled and broke the awkward moment.

“This is my youngest sister, Eleanor. I’m sorry,” Maggie explained, “we’re not used to such deference at home. Neither of us have titles, you see.”

“Of course, miss, but you mustn’t show that type of courtesy to your staff regardless, if you don’t mind my saying. You must have their respect or lose control of the household.”

“Yes, Mrs. Markle,” Maggie said. “I’m sure with your help, I’ll muddle though. And with Lady Cambrey’s, too, of course.”

“Oh, Lady Cambrey!” Without elaborating on her exclamation, the housekeeper added, “And here I am keeping you in the hall. Come into the parlor, and I’ll fetch you both some refreshments. Any preferences? Tea or coffee?”

When both the girls were in the parlor, Mrs. Markle added, “Or wine?” though the disapproving look on her face was enough to make Maggie shake her head emphatically.

Glancing at Eleanor, Maggie said, “Tea would be lovely.”

“Of course, miss.”

She was nearly at the door when Maggie stopped her.

“Is there something amiss with Lady Cambrey?”

“No, dear, but I think she has plans to travel with her sister after your marriage, and so, as you said, we shall muddle through together.” She sped off, undoubtedly with a hundred things to do to run the house.

“I can’t possibly sit again now,” Eleanor said, stretching her arms overheard, “and I don’t really want tea. Could we not take a walk first?”

Maggie hesitated. John might appear while she was traipsing about, and she very much wanted to see him.

“Why don’t you explore a little, and I’ll wait to see what the butler says.”

Her sister needed no further invitation, dashing past Maggie, not even hesitating at the doorway. It was a good thing she’d already contacted Beryl’s parents about getting the girls together. For she could imagine Eleanor none too happy after the newness had worn off in a few days. John’s aunt and uncle would either send Beryl to Turvey House or invite Eleanor to go to their close-by estate.

Cyril appeared in the doorway. “His lordship will see you now, miss. Shall I take you up?”

“Thank you, no,” Maggie said. “I know the way.” What’s more, now they were engaged, she could be alone with him in any room of the house without anyone judging her.

Feeling the butterflies in her stomach take flight, she climbed the stairs toward the man she would marry. The closer she got, however, the less nervous she felt. When she reached his door, which would become their door in a matter of months, she barely scraped her knuckles across it in a half-hearted knock before pushing it open.

Entering, she stopped in her tracks. The lamps were lit, but the room still seemed dim and smelled stale. Sitting in a chair with the curtains drawn behind him was John Angsley.

She knew that for certain, but only because she had studied his face for so many minutes, it surely added up to hours of her time over the past year. Otherwise, she might not have known him at first glance.

Gaunt was the word which came to mind. Below his eyes, dark smudges lay above hollowed cheeks covered in a scraggly beard that hung over his strong jawline. His sensuous mouth was no more! Instead, his lips seemed thinner and drawn. His hair had been left to grow long and hung in greasy tendrils around his face.

Taking all this in, she finally said, “I’m here.”

“Sorry for not standing,” he said in the same way as he had before she left. His voice was different, though.

She hated to declare it weaker, but it was.

“You don’t have to keep saying that,” she reminded him, offering him what she hoped was a cheerful smile.

“Come here, beautiful lady.”

Running to him, she crouched beside his chair, resting her hands on his lap. He took her face in his hands.

“Let me simply look at you. My Margaret. I have missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too. Thank you for your letters. I read and reread every one.”

At this nearness, Maggie could see how lusterless were his usually gorgeous hazel eyes.

“Initially, I dictated them to Gray,” he confessed, “then I got the cast off my arm and found I could easily write again.”

She’d known when he was writing privately by the more amorous tone of the later letters. Then they’d stopped.

Taking his right hand from her cheek, she held it before her, running her fingers up along his mended arm.

“I know,” John said, “it’s a bit scrawny, but until I have the use of my leg again, there’s not much I can do about it. I can’t show up at the pugilist’s club in my pushchair.”

Her brain instantly began to think of options. “I’m sure we can do something to help you work your muscles, even one arm. Perhaps lifting a sack of flour.”

Instead of looking pleased at the suggestion, his face tensed. She thought she saw a flash of anger, but then his expression changed quickly to sadness.

“I need more time. I’m sorry I’ve changed.”

The last thing she wanted to do was to make him feel badly.

“No, don’t apologize. None of what’s happened to you is your fault. I’m very happy to be back here with you. I’ve brought Eleanor to enliven the place.”

He offered her a wan smile, then yawned.

“You look tired,” she said without thinking, only to see his hurt expression again.

“I don’t sleep well.”

Nodding, she wondered how much he would let her help him. She knew she couldn’t sit by idly while he seemed defeated. Later, she would speak with Lady Cambrey, finding it difficult to believe his loving mother had let him slip into this state.

Pasting on a cheerful smile, she asked, “Have you eaten dinner yet?”

John shook his head.

“Do you normally go downstairs?”

“When I feel like eating, I usually eat up here. Gray often eats with me, but he’s not on the estate at present.”

“I see. Well, I don’t want you eating alone up here. Will you come downstairs tonight, and dine with me and my sister?”

His gaze slipped from hers to contemplate the air beside her, and then he shrugged.

“I’m not certain, Margaret. Most probably not.”

She didn’t like his apathetic response, having expected him to feel as excited as she did about their reunion.

“Do you want to come down now instead? I can get Cyril and your valet to help you downstairs and into your—”

“No,” he interrupted. “I don’t think I will. My valet got me propped up here to visit with you, but I don’t have any aspirations to go downstairs. It’s an awful lot of bother, don’t you think, only so I can to sit in my pushchair like an old man.”

“John, please,” Maggie began, hearing a tone in her voice she didn’t like. Desperation. Exasperation. How she wished Simon were there. What John needed was his best friend to knock some sense into him.

“Please, will you let me get you brought downstairs? I’m convinced you will feel better. When was the last time you went outside of this room?”

“I don’t know. It’s not important. I’ll come downstairs tomorrow and see Eleanor and visit like a proper lord of the manor. You’ve come quite late today. We’ll talk in the morning.”

Shocked, she sat back upon her heels.

“Are you dismissing me after I’ve come all this way?”

Laughing, he sounded like the old John for a moment.

“No, of course not. You can stay with me for as long as you like. All night if you wish, though it might not set a good example for your sister. You’ve had a long journey, though, and I’m sure you don’t want her to eat alone on her first night.”

“You’re right. When is Mr. O’Connor returning?”

“Why?”

She could hardly tell him she felt as though she needed assistance in dealing with him, her listless fiancé.

“Eleanor enjoys the outdoors. If he were here, he could show her the estate.” God help her, she’d been in John’s presence a mere few minutes and she was already lying to him.

This was not going how she’d hoped or dreamed. Could it be Eleanor’s idea was correct?

“John, I love you.”

His eyes opened wide. When his face broke out into a delighted smile, she felt her heart swell. He was hers, and she would help him to recover.

“I love you, too,” he said softly.

“Good. Tomorrow, I shall get you all sorted out,” she declared. “We’ll get you into a hot bath and wash your hair, maybe get your valet to take the scissors to it, and you’ll feel like a new man.”

“What’s wrong with the old one?” His tone was brusque.

Maggie started to smile, assuming he was making a jest. However, when his expression shuttered closed, she hurried to reassure him.

“Nothing at all. I only want to make you feel better.”

“I see.” He nodded. “And you think shearing me like a sheep and bathing me like a helpless babe will do that?” His tone had switched from morose to irritated.

“I don’t know,” she confessed.

“No, you can’t conceivably know what this has been like. Rather like a trip to hell from which I haven’t yet returned, and with no assurance I ever will.”

He offered her a brittle smile, picking up her hands from where they rested in his lap to squeeze them gently.

“And to think it all happened because I came to your home to get some answers after seeing you with the infernally smug and perfect Westing.”

Standing up, Maggie tried to pull her hands from his, but he only gripped them more tightly.

“Are you blaming me?” Her heartbeat pulsed loudly in her ears.

He stared at her in silence for a long moment.

“Of course not, my darling. Nonetheless, I don’t think any of your ridiculous notions of my taking a bath or getting my hair cut will help in the slightest.”

This was not her John Angsley. Not one bit. He was a gentleman, not someone who belittled others.

Swallowing, she stood there, refusing to be baited into saying something rash. Finally, he released her hands.

“There is unfortunately only one thing which makes me feel better.”

He patted his pocket, and she knew to what he referred. Why, he was practically taunting her with his use of laudanum. If she hadn’t spent many days traveling, if she weren’t feeling heartsick, and if John seemed as if he were the smallest bit desirous of changing his situation, Maggie would take up the mantle of that terrible battle immediately.

However, she knew it wasn’t the right time.

“I can tell you’re out of sorts tonight. You’re right, it is late, and I’ve had a long journey. I’m not myself, either. I’ll eat downstairs with Eleanor and your mother.”

Turning away, Maggie had to swallow the ball of sadness that was stuck in her throat. As she reached the door, she turned and added, “I’ll make sure to get a tray of delicious food sent up to you. I hope you’ll be able to eat it.”

When he said nothing, simply nodding, she wanted to tell him he looked as if he’d missed more than one meal, far too many, in fact. Quite obviously, such a remark would not be received well. No more than any of her others had.

So much for running into his arms and declaring her love for him. Youthful Eleanor had been mistaken with her advice.
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Chapter Nineteen


Cam watched her go and a surge of anger raced through him. Margaret could walk out of his room easily and freely, while he needed to ring the bell and have help to get downstairs. With one man, Cam could do it, but it hurt his leg as he had to hop while holding the cast off the floor. Two men made it far easier, but then he felt like an infant.

He had noticed, too, how everyone handled him more easily as he’d lost weight. But, dammit, his appetite was almost nonexistent, and his stomach hurt most of the time. Not as badly as when he’d tried to stop taking the opium tincture, so he didn’t complain. He simply chose not to eat until he felt absolutely lightheaded with hunger.

As in the days following his accident, Cam never looked in a mirror anymore. He already knew he wouldn’t like what he saw. Seeing the expression on Margaret’s face confirmed it.

She’d arrived to find a sickly, skinny shell-of-the-man she used to know. On top of that, he’d been rude.

Taking a sip of laudanum, he relaxed. If she did send up a tray, he would try to eat the meal, every bite. For her sake.
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By the time Mrs. Mackle announced dinner, Maggie had regained her composure enough to venture into the dining room with a calm expression, eager to see Lady Cambrey. Having discovered Eleanor on the veranda beforehand, they entered the spacious room together, only to find it deserted.

A moment later, a maid hurried. She curtsied low. Glancing at Eleanor, who looked back at her, both sisters refrained from returning it.

“Pardon me, miss,” the maid directed herself to Maggie, “but Lady Cambrey awaits you in the smaller dining room, where you ate your breakfast when you was ’ere before.”

“Thank you. It’s Polly, isn’t it?”

“Yes, miss. Shall I lead you there?”

“I know the way. Thank you. We’ll go directly. Will you take a tray of food up to his lordship immediately?”

“Yes, miss. We do every day and every night, miss.” Another curtsey for each of them, and she disappeared.

“Imagine when you’re a countess,” Eleanor said. “My lady this and my lady that. What a nuisance!”

“Shh,” Maggie warned her. “Make sure you ‘my lady’ and curtsey when you see John’s mother again. Besides, Jenny has adjusted well.”

They started down the hallway, then took a right to reach the dining room in the east wing.

“Jenny being Jenny seems to have everyone calling her by her given name. From the stable boy to the chambermaid. ‘Far more pleasant for everyone’ she told me, but you know it’s her practical side,” Eleanor added. “She said they’re all simply speaking plainly to each other now.”

“I don’t think Lady Cambrey would appreciate if her servants started calling me Maggie or, God forbid, Mags.”

As Eleanor laughed softly, they entered the room. Maggie noted her sister’s laughter died even as her own smile fled her lips. The woman who stood before them looked nearly as changed as her son. For Eleanor, who hadn’t seen Lady Cambrey since they’d been in London before Jenny’s baby was born, the difference must be even more shocking.

Her normally good-natured expression had been replaced with a taut, unsmiling visage. If Maggie didn’t know better, she’d say John’s mother had aged years in the few weeks since she’d seen her. Now, the woman stood ringing her hands and frowning, even while trying to appear welcoming.

Deciding not to stand on ceremony, with only the briefest of curtsies, Maggie rushed forward to give her future mother-in-law a comforting embrace. For a moment, Lady Cambrey stiffened, then, as Maggie patted her back, the woman seemed to relax.

As they parted, Maggie stared into her eyes and saw such worry, undoubtedly mirroring her own.

“I hope you don’t mind we’re eating in here,” Lady Cambrey said, still holding onto Maggie’s hand, gripping it like a lifeline. “I don’t like being in the formal dining room on my own and, thus, have got out of the habit. Tonight, Mrs. Mackle assumed we’d be in here.”

“It’s fine,” Maggie stated. “You remember my sister Eleanor,” she said, gesturing for her to come forward.

“Of course. Nice to see you again, dear girl.”

Eleanor dropped into a deep curtsey, murmuring words of greeting.

“Shall we sit?” their hostess asked.

After they were settled, with a glass of wine before each of them, Lady Cambrey, despite her pinched appearance, began with the niceties. “Tell me all about your long journey.”

Maggie took a deep breath. She hadn’t told Eleanor much when they’d met upon the veranda—the very spot where she’d become engaged to John—but her younger sister had seen she was shaken to her core. At this moment, when both the Angsley family members seemed to be in such distress, Maggie couldn’t pretend not to notice and chat about her trip like a woolly-headed ninny.

Deciding to be blunt, she said, “John is obviously in great discomfort and hasn’t been eating. Do you think we should call for his physician?”

Lady Cambrey appeared to sag against the table, setting down the glass she had only just raised to her lips. Leaning over her plate, she closed her eyes. When she opened them, her abject misery was painfully clear.

“He won’t let me.” Her words came out as a whisper. Then she cleared her throat. “It is a terrible thing to witness someone you love deteriorate before your eyes. You will find it so, as well.”

Maggie had slumped in her seat, matching Lady Cambrey, but at those words, she straightened. Glancing toward her sister who was taking it all in with wide eyes, she knew what she absolutely would not do—give up.

“No, I will not find it so, for I won’t allow it.”

Lady Cambrey produced a raw sigh, an expelling of pent-up air.

“Don’t think badly of me, young lady. I have tried. After you and Simon left, it happened quickly. One day, he was still my John, though injured. And the next …” she paused. “Very quickly, he started slipping away, refusing to eat or to come downstairs, uninterested in his appearance or his health.”

She took a fortifying sip of wine, and Maggie reached over to cover her hand where it rested on the tablecloth. It was shaking.

“When the plaster cast came off his arm, I thought he’d rally at the newfound freedom. He could use his pushchair by himself more easily, and he could write, including letters to you, which he did in copious volume.”

“Yes, he did,” Maggie agreed, trying to produce an encouraging smile. At least, at first.

“At the same time, he did nothing else except stay in his room. He argued with Grayson more than once, and he was cross with me when I expressed my worry regarding his condition.”

“I think we should send for a physician, either the surgeon who mended him after the accident or someone who has knowledge of …” Maggie trailed off.

“Of what? Do I look for someone who has a special interest in general malaise?” Lady Cambrey sounded at her wits’ end.

“No, a doctor who treats those with a severely depressed spirit,” she offered. Then she got to the heart of the matter. “And someone who knows how to help with opium addiction.”

Lady Cambrey wrenched her hand free. “Opium addiction?”

“It’s the root of all his trouble,” Maggie began.

“No, dear girl, it’s what helps him feel better and deal with the pain. Laudanum is a blessing.”

“It’s a curse,” Maggie insisted.

“How can you say that? It’s on every drugstore shelf. Mothers give it to their babies, for goodness sake. Why, I take it myself for headaches every now and again.”

“I doubt you have ever taken it on a daily basis, multiple times per day for months.”

Lady Cambrey considered Maggie’s words. Then she shook her head.

“How humiliated John would be if it got out he couldn’t handle a little laudanum.”

Maggie felt like shouting but kept her voice calm. “Humiliation is better than the alternative. Certainly better than the current state of the man lying upstairs. And I don’t think it’s a little laudanum. He was dosing himself quite heavily weeks ago. I can only wonder how much he might now be taking if he’s increased it.”

Lady Cambrey stood up. “You are not his wife yet, nor mistress of this home. We shall say nothing to anyone about addiction.”

Maggie rose slowly to her feet. “I hope to get the chance to become his wife, but John looks to me as though he’s heading for death’s door.”

Lady Cambrey paled and shook her head.

“Maybe you have grown used to his appearance,” Maggie reasoned, “but surely you can see he is in a bad way. You are aware of the recent demise of Branwell Bronte, are you not? We only know of him because he was somewhat famous. There are probably hundreds more like him, who are slowly dying from this drug. Including John.”

“No,” his mother shrieked, with uncharacteristically unbridled emotion. With that one word of denial, she turned and left.

Maggie heaved a sigh and sat again across from her sister.

“I’m sorry you had to witness that,” she told Eleanor.

“You were magnificent,” Eleanor insisted. “And you were right. You must send for the doctor at once. As with the natural world, you cannot do this rescue alone. Neither the bees nor the ants nor a pride of lions can succeed without their entire colony.”

“I have you,” Maggie said. “What’s more, I think Lady Cambrey will come around and see reason. She is frightened for her child, like any mother. Let’s not talk about it any further tonight. Tomorrow, I shall face this head on.”

“Lord Cambrey couldn’t ask for a better fiancée,” Eleanor insisted as their first course was brought in.

Maggie hoped Eleanor was correct. For when she imagined a capable mate for John, a queen bee or even a lioness, it was Lady Jane Chatley who came to mind, not herself, ordinary Margaret Blackwood.
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For the briefest moment when Maggie awakened, she forgot where she was. In the next instant, she recalled she was once again at Turvey House. John’s condition came to the forefront of her thoughts, as well as his mother’s denial, and the monumental task ahead of her.

“Dear God,” she said aloud, “give me the strength and the wisdom to help the Angsleys. Oh, and the capability of Lady Jane Chatley, so I don’t lose my sanity in the process.”

After breaking her fast with Eleanor, without any sign of Lady Cambrey, Maggie rang for John’s butler and his valet. The two men entered the drawing room, looking wary.

“Thank you both for coming.”

They each bowed, mumbling a simultaneous chorus of “Yes, miss.”

“I know your first loyalty is to Lord Cambrey and to his mother, of course, but I fear the former is too ill and the latter too overcome with sentiment to be making the wisest decisions.”

The two men looked at each other, and then back at her, waiting.

“Cyril, please send to London for the earl’s physician. I recall his name is Dr. Adams. Did he come to remove the cast?”

“No, miss, another doctor did. Dr. Brewster, a local man, who also unwrapped his lordship’s ribs. The earl was told practically anyone could do it with a saw and some snips, but Lady Cambrey sent for the local doctor in any case.”

“Then maybe I should speak with him first before we send for Dr. Adams. Please send him word that …” She could hardly say ‘Miss Blackwood requested his presence.’ Who was she to send for anyone?

“Please tell Dr. Brewster the earl’s betrothed asks he come at his earliest convenience.”

“Yes, miss.”

Maggie turned to the valet. “I’m sorry,” she told him, “I don’t know your name.”

“I’m Peter, miss.” He bowed again.

“Peter, please draw a bath for your master, and sharpen your razor and scissors. We are going to get him cleaned up this morning.”

She was well aware the man had paled while she spoke, and thus, she offered him an encouraging smile before adding, “I know the earl might not appreciate this—”

“Begging your pardon, miss,” Peter said, showing his nervousness by the inexcusable act of interrupting her, “but his lordship will send me packing at once if I try to do what you ask. Without references!”

That would condemn the man to a hard life, indeed.

“No,” Maggie said, “I won’t allow it.”

His hesitant expression reminded her once more of her precarious position.

“I promise you. What’s more, we shall do this together. He can hardly send me packing, can he?”

On second thought, Maggie supposed John could break their engagement, but he’d declared his love only the night before so she doubted that would happen.

“Come along, then. Let’s get to our tasks. Cyril, let me know when you hear a response from the good doctor. Peter, I’ll be upstairs shortly. Even sooner if I hear any yelling.”

“Yes, my lady.” They both said at the same time.

All three of them froze at the error until she gave a nervous laugh and the men left. Perhaps she was going to do well at this countess position after all.

Maggie tried to hang onto such hope a quarter hour later when she pushed open John’s door, only to have to duck as an object came hurtling in her direction.

“What on God’s green earth?” she exclaimed, glancing down at the thrown book at her feet, then taking in the scene before her.

A copper bath had been dragged into the middle of the bedroom since the earl must have refused to go along the hall to the bathroom. The beleaguered valet was standing beside it, holding a towel in one hand and a soap cake in the other.

“I told you, miss, he wouldn’t agree.”

“You’ve been talking about me, have you?” John asked, sounding enraged. “Gossiping about your betters, eh, Peter?”

“No, he hasn’t,” Maggie said. “And you nearly hit me with a book.”

John focused on her.

“Did I?” A chagrinned expression flickered across his face. “I was aiming for this creature.” He gestured at his valet and then he looked angry again. “He’s trying to get me into the tub. I’ve had a wash with a cloth nearly every other day, all the parts of me that matter, so this is unnecessary. Besides, I can’t get my plaster wet. It will dissolve.”

“I know you can’t get your cast into the tub, but we can lower the rest of you into it, and keep your leg up in the splint if we rest it over the bath rim. It’ll be unwieldy but not impossible.”

She nearly uttered the unwelcome words of making him feel better, but bit her tongue at the last second.

“And either Peter or myself is going to wash that mat of hair, and then he’s going to cut it. You don’t have to do anything except to not impede our progress.”

John crossed his arms over his chest, and she waited for his verdict. If he said no, what could she do? Threaten to leave, she supposed, but it might not work in her favor. She almost wanted to encourage him to take a sip of laudanum to make him more amiable. However, tackling that issue was going to be her next task, and she didn’t want to even bring it up at present.

“Very well,” John agreed, “but without Gray here, we’ll need Cyril or a footman. Moreover, you must turn your back until I’m in the tub.”

Nodding, Maggie immediately rang for Cyril. Inside, she was feeling elated. So far, he was much more cooperative than she’d feared he would be after last night.

“While you’re bathing, we’ll get your sheets changed,” she added, deciding to keep pushing while John was obliging. “And directly after your haircut, I’m taking you downstairs to get some air and to visit with Eleanor.”

He scowled at her. “It sounds like an exhausting morning when I’m perfectly happy resting in my bed.”

“Resting from all your resting?” she asked.

Thankfully, instead of becoming annoyed, he grinned.

“Did you sleep well last night?” While they chatted, Peter began to set the sling up to rest on the edges of the bath tub.

“I did. I think it was knowing you were here.”

“And did you eat the food I sent?”

Shrugging, he hesitated. “I ate some of it.”

“Fair enough,” she said, trying to sound encouraging.

Cyril arrived, and Maggie agreed to leave the room while they got the lord of the manor stripped and into the bath.

“The water better be nice and hot,” she heard John grumble as she stepped into the hallway.
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Cam didn’t mind the bath. Margaret had been right. It felt bloody good to submerge his body in hot water for the first time since the accident, even with his right leg up in the air. Though, when she offered to be the one to wash his hair, he balked.

“Peter will do it,” he told her. “I don’t want you peering into the bathwater and seeing me.”

She’d thought he was either joking or prudish. He was neither. He was vain. This was not the body he wanted her to see when she saw him naked for the first time. Luckily, she agreed to let him finish his grooming alone with his men, as long as he promised to come downstairs directly after.

Thus, bathed and with his hair cut and still damp, he let them carry him down the stairs and place him in his awaiting pushchair. When he rolled himself onto the veranda, he found Margaret looking beautiful in the midday sun and Eleanor chatting like a magpie beside her.

Margaret stood up immediately. He could see she was pleased by the results when she looked him over and gave him a spectacular smile, like a gift. In fact, Margaret, herself, was a gift of which he was not worthy, but for some reason, she was his.

And there was Eleanor, a fresh-faced debutante in the making.

He waved at her.

“He doesn’t look appalling at all,” she said, and Margaret blushed.

Out of the mouths of babes, he thought.

When he reached the table, Margaret leaned over, kissing him on his newly washed forehead.

Hm, like he was her child or her grandfather. That would never do, but for now, with Eleanor seated nearby, he could hardly haul her onto his lap as he had done before.

“You were right,” he began. “I do feel better.” Reaching up to stroke his shaven chin, he added, “I’m sure I look better.”

“You look very handsome,” Margaret said, stroking his soft hair. “I hope it’s all right for you to be outside with your hair not yet dry.”

“I’m not an invalid,” he said. Then hearing his own words and seeing the humor in them, he started to laugh. Both the sisters joined in.

Footsteps behind him and then a gasp heralded his mother.

“John!” she exclaimed and rushed to his side as Margaret returned to her chair. “I’m delighted to see you up and about. And looking very well, indeed, just like your former self.”

He thought he saw his mother send a smug glance toward his fiancée.

“I knew all you needed was to get cleaned up and have a good night’s sleep.”

“All I needed,” he added, taking hold of his mother’s hand, “was my lovely Margaret to give me a swift kick in the backside and get me out of my room.”

“Oh,” his mother said. “Well, whatever it took, I’m glad you’re feeling better. Tonight, we shall return to the dining room, and tomorrow, we shall invite your aunt and uncle. I can’t wait to see them.”

“As long as you’re not throwing a ball and expecting me to dance,” Cam joked, wondering at the frostiness between his mother and Margaret. That had not been there before.

“It will be lovely to see Beryl again,” Eleanor spoke up.

“Yes,” Lady Cambrey agreed, still staring hard at him as if she couldn’t fathom the transformation.

He must have looked a terrible sight previously for his own mother to study him like a stranger.

“I suppose when all the womenfolk are here, you shall talk endlessly about the wedding,” Cam said, trying to draw Margaret and his mother into a conversation. “Loads of plans to make for the breakfast reception and where we shall go for a honeymoon.”

However, Margaret only nodded while his mother didn’t look at her but kept her gaze on him, smiling tightly.

They had fought, he surmised. And probably over him. His mother had let him have his head and do what he wanted, whereas Margaret, in all likelihood, thought he should be taken to task. Exactly as she’d done. He could fix this.

“I’m sorry I’ve behaved badly,” he told his mother. “I’ve been very hard on you. I’m glad you like how well I’ve tidied up.”

His words brought a genuine smile to Lady Cambrey’s face, and she visibly relaxed.

“My mother is very good with organizing large parties,” he said, turning to Margaret. “If the ton escalates our wedding into the event of the year, she shall know exactly how to handle it. Without my mother, the cricket banquet would most likely have been a disaster. Or at least, the entire thing would have fallen onto Jane’s shoulders.”

“You did a fine job,” Lady Cambrey said. Then she finally looked at his betrothed. “I do like to plan parties, though. We should discuss the location at least and the food and flowers. And maybe you have a particular liking to certain music.”

“Yes, that would be wonderful. I’m glad you are here to give your advice,” Margaret said graciously. “By the manner in which your homes are decorated, both this one and the London townhouse, I know you are a woman of great taste.”

There, he thought, they’d made up.

“Shall we take a walk, or in my case a ride, around the property and show Eleanor the river?”

Eleanor clapped her hands.

“Perfect,” Margaret agreed. “My sister will love to see your horses, too.”

“Mother, will you come?”

“No, dear, I’m going to write to my brother-in-law at once and confirm their visit.”

“Very well. Someone needs to call for Cyril to push me since Gray is away.”

Margaret wore a surprised look upon her face.

“Whyever for? You wheeled yourself out here. We don’t need to bother your butler, do we?”

“Bother my butler?” Cam tried to keep the irritation from his voice, thinking of the exertion it would take to roll himself. “I’m positive he will not find assisting me a bother, my darling.”

“But it is unnecessary, isn’t it? Only last evening, you said you needed to strengthen your weakened arm. Surely, this is a perfect way to work your muscles.”

His mother made a humming sound, then said, “If John needs help, then he shall have it.”

Margaret sighed. “John won’t know if he needs help if he doesn’t try to do it himself first.”

“John is right here,” he told them both. “And bugger it all, I will wheel myself if only to stop the two of you from behaving like fishwives.”

He should have been ashamed of his language, but seeing both his mother and his fiancée close their mouths, he felt a sense of satisfaction.

“Very well, let’s go.” This from Eleanor, who was probably impatient with everyone’s bickering.

In a short while, he was sweating like a ploughman as he pushed the rims of the wheels, round and round. So much for being clean and sweet-smelling from his bath. Now, he was hot and feeling out of sorts as they approached the river. The damn river he’d seen hundreds of times and, at this moment, didn’t give a fig about unless he could throw off his clothes and swim in it to cool down.

“Bloody cast,” he murmured.

“What was that?” Margaret asked.

“Nothing.” They ended up at the water’s edge. With his weak arm throbbing, he reached into his pocket. No bottle. A blade of panic sliced through him. Glancing back at the house, which now seemed a very long way away though it was merely a few hundred yards, Cam realized he hadn’t grabbed the laudanum from beside the bed after Peter dressed him.

His countenance must have given away the alarm that was even then coursing through him, for when Margaret glanced his way, she gasped.

“John, is something wrong?”
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Chapter Twenty


Dammit all! Cam wasn’t going to tell Margaret he wanted—no, he needed—his opium tincture. It would cause no end of questioning and delay.

How could he get her to want to return to the house, and quickly?

“Do either of you fish?” He had no idea why that question came out of his mouth, but it seemed to engender delight in the younger Blackwood sister.

Eleanor nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve caught many fish at home. My father taught me.”

“What did you catch?” Cam asked, trying to keep his mind off his aching arm.

“Bream and perch,” she said. “Do you fish here?”

“I used to when I was a boy. I caught some large zander, and we ate them for dinner.” He looked at Margaret.

“I don’t fish,” she said, “but I’ll happily eat it.”

“Shall we go get poles?” Cam asked. “I’ll return to the house and see if Cyril can find some poles, probably in the gardener’s shed. If Gray were here, he’d know how to lay his hands on some. No matter, I’ll find them. Perhaps in the stables. Though why would anyone keep fishing poles in their stables?”

He closed his mouth firmly on the babbling words flowing unbidden from it.

Beginning to turn his pushchair around, he heard Margaret laughing. A beautiful sound. So why, at that moment, did it grate on his nerves?

“We don’t have to fish now,” she said. “It’s very kind of you, but for you to go all the way back is nonsense. We’ll plan for it tomorrow.”

“It’s not nonsense.” He hoped he sounded even-keeled while a cloud of unease was settling over him. He could see in his mind’s eye the dark glass bottle. In it was everything he needed to feel good on this outing. If only Maggie hadn’t forced him to have a bath and change his clothing.

“Look at Eleanor,” he persisted. “She wants to fish.”

“Do you, dear?” Margaret asked her sister.

Eleanor shrugged. “Tomorrow is fine.”

“But we can fish now,” he persisted, hearing a whine in his voice that made him seem younger than the girl whom he’d hoped would have been his ally. “Why wait? It might rain tomorrow.”

“John, even I don’t expect you to wheel yourself back and forth in one day. You’ll be exhausted, and your arm will be terribly sore.”

“True,” he said calmly, despite the storm of jitters roiling around in his stomach. He could feel the sweat break out on his forehead and running down his back, as well.

“Perchance you ladies could help by pushing me back to the house, one at either handle. We would get there faster and then get back here more quickly, too.”

“Really, we’re happy simply to stroll along the river. I’m sure there are plenty of birds to keep us occupied.”

Something inside him snapped. That was how he would best describe it to himself later when he lay upon his bed wondering at his rudeness.

“Fine! You two can look at the bloody birds if you like. I’m going back to the house.”

As he wheeled away in the stunned silence, he heard Eleanor say, “Your fiancé must truly love to fish.”

They did not come after him as he rolled away, his arm cramping in agony at the speed with which he moved his pushchair. As soon as he approached the veranda, he began to yell for help.

Mrs. Mackle was closest apparently, for she came rushing out of the back of the house, followed by his mother.

Should he ask them? He had no choice. He couldn’t wait the length of time it would take to summon Cyril or Peter, nor to get help going upstairs to fetch the bottle himself.

“I need my laudanum at once,” he said to the housekeeper. “There is a bottle beside my bed.”

“Yes, my lord.” She offered the barest of curtsies, befitting her age and station, and as she was unused to being sent on an errand, the housekeeper didn’t seem to be moving quickly enough given the size of Turvey House.

“With haste, Mrs. Mackle,” he called after her as she strolled to the back door.

Nevertheless, knowing the tincture was almost in his hand, he began to relax.

“You were yelling like a ruffian,” his mother admonished him. “I thought you were injured or something was wrong with one of the Blackwoods. Where are they?”

Sighing, he knew she was going to be upset at his abandonment of their guests.

“Can’t you see them from there?” Cam asked. “They are perfectly happy walking by the river and birdwatching.”

“Birdwatching?”

“Yes, Eleanor is quite the naturalist. By the way, do we own any fishing poles?”

“Grayson would know,” Lady Cambrey said. “But why did you go all the way there only to come back a minute later?”

“Wheeling the pushchair was too much for my right arm, I’m sorry to say. The pain is intense.”

His mother paled. Just then, Mrs. Mackle reappeared and hurried toward him, clearly understanding the urgency after all. She thrust the bottle into his outstretched hands and he unstopped it, taking a small sip. He knew from experience it didn’t take much to give powerful relief.

After a few moments, his mother asked, “Better, dear boy?”

“Yes.” However, with the blissful end to his pain and the familiar euphoric sensation came a new feeling. Guilt, followed quickly by disappointment in himself. He’d behaved badly in front of Margaret and her sister, becoming impatient and yelling irrationally.

Determined to do better, Cam decided to do two things—to make certain he always had laudanum upon his person while at the same time being more discreet about drinking it. There was no reason for those around him to even know he was taking it anymore. In any case, it was his personal business.

As long as he remembered to have it regularly to take the edge off his agony, and at the same time, to keep pushing himself to strengthen his muscles, he would improve in all aspects.

“Are you going back to find them?” his mother asked.

Cam considered the task.

“I think not. They are most likely nearly as far down as All Saints by now. Unless they went up river. In any case, too far for me to wheel by myself.”

“Why don’t we play a game of cards, then? We haven’t done that in ages. When the girls come back, they can join in.”
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Battling emotions of anger and worry, as well as embarrassment at John’s behavior, Maggie tried to enjoy her time with Eleanor before they headed back to the house. She was thankful her sister hadn’t made further reference to John’s strange behavior, which Maggie guessed was opium driven. In her bones, she knew it.

When he didn’t return, she realized what a changed man he was from the one whom she’d met the year before. John had taken her whole family under his protection out of loyalty to his best friend, Simon, who had left the country and his wife, Jenny, behind in London. All the Blackwoods had experienced the Earl of Cambrey’s kindness, and with every moment Maggie had spent in his company, either engaging in conversation or silently observing him, his character had impressed her greatly. And when they’d kissed the first time, she’d been overwhelmed with sentimental emotion. And desire.

Currently, he was short-tempered, sly—for she was sure he didn’t care about fishing—and peevish. In fact, at the present moment, he was not the type of man whom she could envision herself marrying.

That thought, right as she reached the veranda, had her stopping in her tracks, causing Eleanor to bump into her from behind.

“Oomph. Are you all right?”

“Yes, sorry,” she told Eleanor. “What are you going to do now?”

“Sketch. I’m heading to the stables as soon as I have my pencils and paper.”

“Wonderful. I’ll check on you later. Don’t get—”

“I know, I know. Don’t get hurt. For goodness sake, Mags, I’m not a child anymore.”

Maggie chuckled.

“I was going to say don’t get in anyone’s way, but you’re right. At your advanced age, you shall neither be in danger nor a nuisance.”

Eleanor rolled her eyes before running into the house, exactly like a child would, to fetch her sketchbook.

Maggie knew what her next task was, and she didn’t care for it one bit.

“Where is his lordship?” she asked the first servant she encountered, who turned out to be Polly.

“In the library, I believe, miss.”

A moment later, she peered around the open doorway. John was seated in his pushchair, reading and making notes. Looking up at her entrance, he offered her a slightly sheepish smile.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you,” Maggie began, remembering the last time she’d barged in there and had the nasty surprise of seeing him with Jane, seemingly in a loving moment. Shortly after, they’d agreed to marry, and her heart had bloomed with happiness.

“No, not at all,” he said. “I’ve only just finished playing a round of écarte with Mother. I thought I’d make notes on investments I want to discuss with Gray if he ever comes back. Speaking to you is infinitely preferable, I promise.”

How to begin? She wanted to explain again her reasons for being concerned because deep inside, he was still the man she wanted to share her life with. If only she could get that man to return.

“I’m sorry,” John blurted before she could say anything. “I know I acted like a dunderhead.”

It was a start, she thought. “You had a reason, I believe, for your behavior.”

Frowning, he remained silent.

Was he going to be forthcoming or not?

She pressed the issue. “You didn’t return to the house to seek fishing poles.”

He had the grace to blush. “No, I was in some pain from using my pushchair.”

Maggie felt a pang of guilt.

“I am sorry for your pain. I should have let Cyril push you down to the river.”

“No, not at all,” he said, shaking his head. “You were right. I need to strengthen my arm, and the only way to do so is to use it and suffer the consequences. I intend to continue wheeling myself around.”

“I don’t want you to ache,” she made sure he understood. “However, I am extremely concerned.”

“I’m going to stop taking laudanum,” he interrupted, his voice sounding determined.

He had her attention. “Really?”

“Yes. I promise.” He looked directly into her eyes as he spoke, and she saw earnestness flickering there.

“You don’t know this, but I tried to stop already, and it was damnably difficult. However, I can see my taking opium bothers you, and thus, I am determined to persevere. Be prepared, though, for the discomfort makes me rather grumpy. Ask my valet in particular.”

Her heart had lightened with each word he’d said.

“I didn’t know you had tried before. I’m sorry it caused you pain, but this time I’ll be right beside you,” she promised.

“There is no one else I would want there.”

He held out his hand to her. She took it, and in the next instant, with their hands clasped, he pulled her onto his lap and began kissing her to distraction.

With his lips on hers, all their problems fell away. Here, at last, was her John. When he kissed her, she could deny him nothing, or even remember why she’d felt uncertain about their future only a few minutes earlier.

Pulling back, he asked, “Is Eleanor going to walk in and interrupt us?”

“No,” she said, her heartbeat racing. “She’s sketching your horses.”

“How very brilliant of her. Will it take her long?”

“At least half an hour. Maybe more.”

“Wonderful!” And he brushed his knuckles across each of her breasts, exactly as he’d done in his bedroom when he thought her a dream.

With her nipples tingling and tightening, she threaded her fingers in his clean hair, relishing the silky feel of it. Then to her astonishment and delight, he cupped her fullness with his palms, holding each of her breasts gently, rubbing his thumbs over her now-sensitive peaks.

Oddly, and she could hardly credit the sensation, it seemed as if he were stroking her elsewhere. Indeed, with each caress of her nipples, she felt it between her legs.

Her core heated, and she began to wriggle against him, wanting more.

“John,” she moaned against his lips as they kissed again.

She felt him trying to gain better access, but her high-necked blouse and tight, figure-hugging jacket made it impossible. Moreover, when he reached under her skirts, he was impeded by the awkward angle of her sitting on his lap.

Hearing him groan, she took his face in her hands and kissed him fervently, her lips parting and her tongue darting out to seek his.

The rest of him froze at her boldness, but as he opened his mouth and drew her tongue inside, sucking on it, she knew he was enjoying their encounter as much as she was.

After a time, Maggie realized he’d altered the kiss to thrust his tongue between her lips. Therefore, precisely as he had done, she sucked gently. Meanwhile, his hands, which had momentarily stilled, came back to life, roaming over her back and then across her breasts to finally settle at her waist.

When the kiss ended, they were both breathing heavily.

Grasping the front of his waistcoat, she said, “I think it is a good thing you are in a cast, or I question whether we would make it chastely to the wedding night.”

He gave a frustrated laugh. “Chastity is highly overrated, my darling. If I weren’t in this cast, I can promise you I would be attempting to breach your innocence long before the wedding night. And you would thank me for it, too. Right before you yelled my name.”

Blushing, Maggie had no doubt he was correct, for everywhere John touched her, she seemed to awaken with exquisite new sensations. Her breasts were literally aching to be uncovered and held.

“Not all of you is in a cast,” Maggie pointed out and wriggled her bottom once more.

He groaned again. “And none of you is. Perhaps we should go upstairs and see what we can accomplish.”

Biting her lower lip, she considered his proposal. They were to be married anyway. She was safely engaged with no blemish upon her reputation, and she no longer needed to fiercely guard it.

“We shall make a plan,” she whispered against his ear. “Stay downstairs with me the rest of the day. Tonight, I’ll come to you.”

She watched him swallow.

“Do you know what you’re saying?” he asked.

“I think so.”

Feeling his sigh, she let him take her chin in his hand.

“You think so, do you? I want to claim you for my own in a way that is utterly irrevocable. You only have one chance to give your body for your first time.”

Excitement raced through her. Could they really join in the way of a man and woman while he was impeded by plaster and bandages? Despite her earlier fears, John Angsley was firmly in her heart, and that wouldn’t change. For her part, she saw no need to wait until their wedding night. After all, this wasn’t the middle ages, and she was an enlightened woman!

“I decided to give my body to you when I agreed to marry you. What does it matter if we wait until we’re actually wed? Should I worry after you’ve taken my maidenhead, you’ll renege?”

“Of all the things you may worry about, that is not one of them. I don’t want you only with my body—though I desire you so much, it almost scares me. But I truly want you with my head and heart, too.”

As she smiled, he laughed.

“There it is. Your gorgeous smile. I used to think it was a weapon you unleashed upon unsuspecting bachelors whom you hoped to ensnare. And it was extremely successful, by the way. Now I know, however, it is simply your natural expression of joy. I hope I can always conjure it.”

Thinking of a rejoinder, Maggie wasn’t aware the door had been pushed open or notice her future mother-in-law had entered the room. By the time Lady Cambrey offered a delicate cough, it was too late for Maggie to jump off her fiancé’s lap and appear presentable.

In any case, John encircled her with his arms, imprisoning her in the compromising position.

“Yes, Mother?” His voice was dripping with innocence, daring her to comment, while Maggie felt her face inflame with embarrassment.

“I am glad to see you two happy.” Lady Cambrey said. “It makes my maternal heart very glad.”

She turned on her heel and left, closing the door behind her.

Into the silence that followed, Maggie stared at John, eyes wide, before they both burst into laughter.

From then onward, with her anticipation raging high, Maggie thought the day dragged on endlessly. All the while, through meals and conversation, through games of whist and charades, she would steal a glance at John to find he was staring at her. He would raise a devilish eyebrow or wink, causing her heartbeat to race.

One time, he even licked his lips, and she felt her womanly parts start to pulse.

Good God, would it ever be bedtime?

Retiring early, she took a long bath, though not washing her hair since she had no intention of going to John dripping like a cat left out in the rain. Instead, she brushed it, leaving her hair to hang around her, knowing it would entice her man to touch it and her. A simple pale-pink cotton nightdress of the softest, finely woven lawn and her blue dressing gown were all she needed as she slid her feet into her favorite soft house slippers.

Heart pounding in her throat, Maggie wondered at her own daring. Shouldn’t she be afraid instead of excited? Was she dreadfully wanton for wishing to experience this joining?

Tiptoeing along the corridor, past her sister’s room, she reached John’s door. For the first time, she hesitated but only long enough to take a deep breath, glance down at herself for reassurance, and then push the door open.
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Chapter Twenty-One


Cam watched Margaret enter, and the mere sight of her caused his loins to tighten. How was he going to do this without embarrassing himself by spending before they even got started? It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed a woman. At that moment though, he couldn’t even recall the last one he’d been with. There could be no other in his thoughts except Margaret Blackwood. And no wonder.

Entering quietly, after locking the door, she padded across the carpet, a sensual vision in a sapphire-blue robe with her hair hanging loose around her shoulders.

“Am I dreaming again?” he asked when she reached his bedside.

“Don’t tease me,” she said, “or I might come to my senses and retreat.”

“I am definitely going to tease you,” he promised.

Patting the bed, he held her hand as she climbed upon the mattress. Settling on his left side, opposite to his cast-bound leg, Cam propped himself upon his good arm and looked down at her. To his delight, a thin, braided belt was the only closure for her robe, and he swiftly untied it.

Underneath, she wore only a sheer nightdress of the palest pink. He could see the darker shade of her nipples beneath, and he thanked God his vision hadn’t been impaired in the accident. Not wanting to hurry, he bent low to claim her warm lips in a long, languid kiss, which she returned with equal ardor.

“I want to kiss more of you,” he told her, before nibbling a trail down the soft skin of her neck and lower.

Hearing her swift intake of breath, feeling her hands clasp in his hair, he pressed his mouth to one of her nipples through the soft fabric, then tugged ever so gently at it with his teeth until she arched toward him.

When he pulled away, she gazed at him, her lips slightly parted. “I liked that,” she confessed.

“Good.” Leaning farther, he gave her other pearled nipple the same attention, and then he desperately needed to see her bare skin.

“Will you sit up and slip your arms from your robe?”

Wordlessly, she did as he asked. The nightdress had long sleeves and no buttons or ribbons he could see.

“I think this might have been the time to wear a nightshirt which opened in the front.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, her voice breathy and soft. “My error.”

“We can easily fix it if you’ll let me raise it from the bottom or …”

“Or what?”

“I could simply render it down the front, tearing it in two,” he told her matter-of-factly. “With my teeth!”

Her eyes widened. “Like a pirate?”

She stroked his healing facial scars, and he found he didn’t mind at all.

“Exactly. I feel like I could be a raiding corsair when I look at you.”

“I rather like this nightgown,” she told him. “That’s why I wore it. If you don’t mind—”

Reaching for the hem, Cam began to raise it, exposing her bare legs inch by inch.

“I wish I’d left more lamps lit,” he said ruefully.

“I’m glad you didn’t.”

“Don’t be shy, Miss Blackwood. You are so lovely, you should never be clothed.”

He said it to relax her, and by her answering giggle, he had succeeded.

“I decree when we are married, you shall never wear a nightgown to bed. It’s a crime to hide this beautiful body.”

She laughed again.

Distracting her with his words, he had lifted her gown to her waist and was raising it even more to expose her most intimate places to his hungry gaze.

However, when she felt the cool air on her skin, she instinctively reached to cover herself. Before she could, he bent low again and blew on the soft curls between her thighs.

“Ohh,” she murmured.

He wanted to put his lips there, to kiss her where she would feel it most intimately, but he restrained himself.

Start slowly, he cautioned.

Raising her gown higher, he revealed a flat stomach, which he softly kissed, first below and then above her navel. Her skin was like satin. Kissing his way higher as he lifted the hem, eventually, he revealed her gorgeous breasts, full and firm.

“Touch me,” her shaky voice commanded, surprising him.

He palmed them, stroking, circling, kneading, and then ever so slightly pinched each nipple. Her hips bucked.

“Raise your arms,” he instructed, “and I’ll pull your gown over your head.”

She did. As he tossed the offending garment over his shoulder, she crossed her arms over her breasts.

“Don’t hide yourself, sweet lady. I wish to worship every inch of you.”

It was more than Margaret’s physical appearance that captivated him. His heart was entirely engaged, and because of this, he wanted to make love to her but also to cherish her, to protect her, to bring her a world of delight.

In that instant, he decided they would pleasure each other without the final act. Perhaps he was old fashioned after all, but he wanted to enjoy the honor of claiming her body on their wedding night. He hoped he wouldn’t come to regret this newfound reverence.

Gently tugging at her arms until she uncovered herself, Cam lowered his mouth to her breasts again and latched onto the closest peak. A lick evoked her sigh, suckling made her moan, and a gentle bite caused her to whisper his name. He did all three and then trailed his hand down her stomach to the heart of her passion.

Damp curls met his touch. She was already taut with desire. He slipped a finger between her folds, feeling her body tense.

“Easy, darling. You’ll enjoy this.” Speaking with his mouth against her breast, he felt her relax again before lifting his head to watch her face as he stroked her for the first time.

Margaret’s head tilted back, her white, slender neck arched. She wouldn’t last long, he could tell. Careful not to apply too much pressure to her nub, when she seemed near to spending, he inserted a second finger inside her. She peaked, lifting her hips from the bed while gripping the bed clothes with fisted fingers.
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Opening her eyes as she settled back onto John’s bed, Maggie felt too exhilarated and languid at the same time to be embarrassed. Gazing at the face of the man she loved, a man wearing a slightly smug but tender expression, she shook her head.

“Gracious! I had no idea. I mean I’ve … well … by myself, but when you do it to me, it’s magical. I lost track of where I was.”

“As long as you didn’t forget whom you were with.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down to kiss her. After a moment, however, he reared back.

“Sorry, my darling, I have to untwist and lie flat a moment. Keeping my right leg down on the bed while leaning over you has caused a cramp, I think.”

As he lay staring at the ceiling, she sat up. Was he going to take a sip of laudanum to ease the pain? And what of his enjoyment? It seemed as though he had given to her without taking. Could she give the same back to him?

“John.” Grabbing the edge of the counterpane, she held it against her naked body. Where was her nightgown?

“Yes.”

Gazing her fill of his broad chest and the brown hair sprinkled across it, she suddenly wanted to touch all of him. Reaching out, she gently smoothed her fingertips over first one nipple, then the other. To her amazement, they hardened. His body was similar to hers, she realized. Undoubtedly, he would enjoy similar sensations.

“May I do for you what you did for me?”

A slow grin spread upon his face.

“Not necessary. I think you will need some instruction, and I feel encumbered with this plaster cast.”

“Nonsense,” she told him, and yanked at the counterpane, which covered his waist and legs.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, seeing his midriff was entirely bare. What’s more, his male member was stiff and, since she’d moved the blanket, was protruding at an angle toward the ceiling.

He groaned.

“Are you well?” Was he in terrible pain?

“Having you look at me is exciting, but I need you to touch me, or I may have to touch myself.”

She understood at once. When her body was exposed, if he had simply stared at her, making her feel heated and prickly, she would have needed to touch herself to ease the wanting.

Clearing her throat, she bit her lower lip and grasped him halfway down his shaft. He groaned again.

Nervous laughter over what she was doing bubbled up, but she fought to tamp it down. Instinctively, she understood laughter would be the incorrect response at an intimate moment such as this.

The skin over his shaft was softer than she’d anticipated, certainly smoother than an arm or a leg. Thinking of how he’d pleasured her, keeping her fingers curled around him, she stroked him up to the oddly shaped tip, hooded like a mushroom with a slit in the top, and crowned with a bead of liquid. Then she stroked down to the base.

When she looked more closely, Maggie saw his sacks, which she knew contained the seed necessary to make a baby.

Steering clear of those, she began to rhythmically pump her hand up and down, lightly, unsure of the pressure she should use.

After a few moments, his large, strong hand closed around hers, helping her to stroke him more forcefully and quicker. A glance at his face showed his eyes to be closed and his jaw clenched. Clearly, he was enjoying himself.

Maggie saw the moment he arched his head and opened his mouth to let loose a short, guttural cry. At the same time, his fingers squeezed hers harder, his member stiffened, and pearly liquid shot from the slit in an arc he aimed away from her.

Good Lord! His release was quite a display, far more impressive than her silent spending. Imagining full relations, she knew his warm seed would have gone straight into her womb to create a child. Baby Angsley!

“Why are you smiling so serenely?” he asked her, his voice husky and his eyes open once more.

“I was thinking of the child we will make some day.”

“When that day comes, I will be the happiest of men. You can let go now.”

“Pardon?”

“My yard. You can release it.”

Looking down, she realized he had removed his hand and now only her fingers remained, fisted around a softening shaft.

She let go. “You were splendid.”

“I am the one who is supposed to say that, not you, silly woman. And thank you,” he added.

Feeling her cheeks heat, she shook her head.

“No, I thank you. It was all truly wonderful, and you made it not at all awkward.”

“It will be even better when I can sink myself inside you. Imagine the same pleasure but expanded.”

“I cannot imagine it any better,” she confessed.

On the other hand, she knew he didn’t need to merely imagine it. He had done this and far more with other women. Previously, she hadn’t begrudged him his prior associations. Moreover, she was benefiting from his experience. However, now she knew what this was all about, knowing he’d already shared such intimacy saddened her.

“You wear every emotion upon your face. What is wrong, my love?”

My love. She liked the sound of that. Then another vexing thought crossed her mind. Perhaps he had said the same term of endearment to every woman he’d bedded.

Drat! She would drive herself mad if she let jealousy over his past consume her.

“I am new at this, and I know you have had similar interactions with women who knew what they were doing and with whom you experienced the expanded pleasure you mentioned.”

Sighing, he pulled her down until her cheek rested upon his chest.

“Margaret, I will tell you something with absolute honesty. You must believe me and then never let my past trouble you again. Will you promise?”

She nodded.

“Very well. No one I’ve ever known compares with you, not in any capacity. How can I put this delicately?” He paused a moment.

“Other women were necessary because a man has particularly strong urges at my age. About the time I needed to shave, likewise, my physical cravings needed particular attention. Do you follow me?”

Maggie rolled her eyes at his explanation. “You are saying the women you lay with were only for utilitarian purposes.”

He laughed heartily, jiggling her head where it rested on his chest.

“When you put it that way, no. Obviously, pleasure was involved, but in comparison to being with you, it was like a practical transaction as opposed to an act of love. It was never that.”

“You never loved before?” She held her breath.

“No, I promise you. I have felt infatuation, attraction, even admiration, but not what I feel for you. I have never experienced love until I came to know one Margaret Blackwood.”

Smiling to herself, she was satisfied by his explanation. Still, she had another question.

“And you don’t use the term lightly?”

“Which term?” he asked, then yawned broadly.

“My love.”

“No, I don’t say anything to do with love lightly.”

She was utterly content. “Very well.”

He pressed her close with his arms tightly around her.

“You are my love and, soon, my wife. How did I get to be this fortunate?”

“I am told I can be demanding and even sharp-tongued. However, I think I am only exacting and forthright.”

Chuckling, he kissed the top of her head.

“Either way, I accept you as you are.”

“As I do you.” Except for the laudanum, she reminded herself, but she wouldn’t bring it up right then, not when everything seemed idyllic.

John’s yawn brought on one of her own. Easily, she could drift asleep in his arms, but it would be dangerous. True, they were engaged, yet if her sister went to Maggie’s room and found her gone, she would set a bad example.

Moreover, Lady Cambrey might consider it a pattern of indecent behavior if Maggie were once again discovered in the earl’s bed. This time, bare as her day of birth.

“I should return to my room.”

Immediately, his grip tightened on her, and she laughed.

“It’s only down the hall, not across the world.”

Relaxing his hold, he stroked her shoulder. “I know. That was my honest reaction to your leaving my arms empty. The bed will feel cold the instant you have left it.”

“Kiss me again to warm us,” she said, climbing on top of him, relishing the sensation of her skin against his. “And then I will go.”

Immediately, his hands were in her hair, threading through her tresses as he pulled her down and claimed her mouth. For a long, intimate and silent time, they simply kissed. Her body was tingling everywhere as if she hadn’t felt satisfied only minutes ago. Was it immoral of her to think of doing it again, right then? Feeling his swelling shaft under her indicated he was of the same mind.

Raising her head, she knew she had better climb off John or risk getting with child before the wedding. The promise of experiencing everything sensual with him, she held close in her heart. Sometime soon, they would enjoy the full coital relations, and it would be beyond anything. This taste of intimacy had shown her that.

Dropping another kiss upon his lips, receiving another in return, she climbed off him and slipped from his bed.

Goodness, she was standing entirely naked in the lamplight in a man’s bedroom. Where were her clothes?

“I tossed your nightgown over there,” he said helpfully. “I’m going to watch while you bend to pick it up.”

She couldn’t help laughing at his lascivious remark. Instead of being embarrassed, she felt like a beautiful goddess because of the way he’d made love to her and the things he had said.

“I give you leave to watch.” She found her gown on the carpet. Bending slowly, her rear end facing him, she heard him groan.

“You have become a temptress in an evening.”

“You have made me one.” She slid her nightdress over her head before returning to the bed for her robe. It lay crumpled in the spot where he’d slid it from her. She’d been a different person then, an innocent.

“I very much like the new, experienced me.”

Reaching for her robe, she was startled when he grabbed her arm.

“There is much more to learn. You’re hardly a skilled lover yet, my darling, but I intend to teach you and take great pleasure while doing so.”

“I am a willing pupil.”

“Only with me,” he reminded her.

Had the throaty, sensual laugh really come from her?

“Of course, my lord. Only with you.”

“Go now, or we shall have to have another lesson at once.” He released her arm.

Sighing at the wonder of it all, Maggie left him to what she hoped was a good night’s rest. For her part, with her body and mind both equally pleased, she would sleep exceedingly well.
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As soon as the door closed behind Margaret, Cam opened his bedside table and extracted the bottle of medicine, as he thought of it. For that was what laudanum truly was—pure and helpful medicine. Nothing more.

Taking a small sip, he put it back, covering it with clean, pressed handkerchiefs.

Then he relaxed back onto the bed, waited for relief from any lingering pain, and contemplated his life.

Margaret was perfect, and perfect for him. Their marriage would be supremely successful. He was confident of that. For he liked her mind and humor. Moreover, they were going to have passionate, fulfilling relations, and he couldn’t wait to touch her again.

His cast would come off in a matter of months, and he would work like the devil to get his strength back.

Yes, everything was in order. Except he had to lie to his fiancée because she didn’t understand how necessary it was to keep the pain at bay. When he was no longer in pain, of course he would once again go through the agony of ceasing to take the opium tincture. Until then, he would do what he knew was best.

Regrettably, even in the remedy for pain, there was more pain. His stomach bothered him nearly as soon as the laudanum went down his throat, or so it seemed. On the other hand, if he took a little more of the tincture, he would drift off to sleep easily despite his stomach, though he risked the possibility of nightmares.

Never mind. He would bear the stomach cramps. Enraptured with the memory of pleasuring Margaret and of how she enthusiastically touched him in return, he was sure he would sleep well.

Unfortunately, when he awakened, sweating and breathing hard a few hours later, it was from a terrible dream with carriages racing too quickly toward treacherously high cliffs, like those he’d visited in Dover a few years back with Beryl and her family.

What he wouldn’t give if Margaret were beside him! Barring that, he wished he could jump out of bed and take a walk instead of lying there, feeling trapped, with no choice but to drift back off to another troubled slumber.

Irritation sliced through him again. If the man who’d been driving the other carriage hadn’t been killed, Cam could easily have hunted him down and wrung his sorry neck.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Beryl, her five siblings, and parents, Cam’s uncle and his wife, arrived early the next day, after a breakfast during which every time Margaret glanced at him, her cheeks erupted in a rosy blush.

If her sister or his mother didn’t guess something had happened between them, Cam would eat his hat. Or perhaps Eleanor was too young to think of what might have occurred, and his mother … Well, she wasn’t too old. No, that was certain. Luckily, she was preoccupied with her in-laws’ arrival.

“I have a grand time planned,” Lady Cambrey told the visitors as soon as they’d arrived, but before she could say anything else, Eleanor grabbed Beryl’s hand and they disappeared amongst a cloud of giggles and whispers.

Both Margaret and Beryl’s mother, Catherine Angsley, apologized for the girls’ behavior.

Cam’s mother began again. “Much later, we shall play parlor games, and I’m sure those young misses will enjoy them. Meanwhile, my son gave me a good idea the other day. We have found some fishing poles, and we shall take my nieces and nephews to the river to see what they can catch.”

Three boys and two girls of various ages squealed in delight.

Cam noticed Margaret looked at him with concern. And no wonder. She didn’t want a repeat of the previous outing’s events. To reassure her, he smiled.

“Let’s get everything prepared,” Lady Cambrey suggested, “and then we’ll see if Beryl and Eleanor wish to join us. I believe the youngest Blackwood sister likes to fish.”

Not too many hours later, Cam found himself once more at the River Great Ouse, this time surrounded by children. It seemed as if there were sixty, not six, of his cousins.

How strange, he considered. At his age, he could have fathered the younger ones.

Watching Margaret as she chatted with the other women, looking youthful, with her hair in a long braid down her back, he knew she would bear him beautiful and strong children of their own. Moreover, the previous night indicated they would enjoy making each and every one of them.

Watching his own relations next, he found himself looking forward to stopping what now seemed to have been an endless bachelorhood.

Yes, he was eager to take up the mantle of husband and father. A life that had grown a tad dull seemed exciting again. It would expand past duties of Parliament and idle pleasures of the ton. As soon as the dratted cast came off!

With the sun shining, they’d gathered at the bend in the river where there was a little sandy deposit, which they had loosely called “a beach” all his life. Here, the water slowed and the fish pooled nearby. It was idyllic.

Margaret seemed a natural with the wee ones, though he noted she did not put bait on a hook. Eleanor, who had very much wanted to come and dragged Beryl with her, was a crack at baiting hooks and showing the children how to toss the line and to angle. Margaret, it seemed, was better with adjusting bonnets, wiping grubby hands, and generally encouraging everyone toward happiness.

Even he could take a turn at the rod. Letting Eleanor cast his line for him, he sat near the water’s edge and fished as he hadn’t in years. It was pleasant, especially with Margaret standing close and chatting amiably. Then he felt the familiar tug on his line. Wonderful!

When he drew a large perch from the river, lauded by everyone around him, his own happiness would have been complete if he weren’t trapped in his pushchair and wondering how long it would be until he could be alone for his next sip of laudanum. Only if he needed it, of course.

Having let his Uncle Harold push him to the river’s edge, at that moment, Cam was in no pain except the constant ache of his body being in the same position.

However, he was determined to wheel himself back to the house to work his arm muscles. By the time he did, he knew he would need a little opium tincture to get him through the evening until bedtime.

“Time to eat,” his mother called out, calling them all to a picnic already laid out, this time on wooden tables she made the staff carry to the river’s edge. He had to smile. As hostess, she was in her element. And to his surprise, he’d worked up a little appetite.

When everyone had eaten their fill, it was time to return to Turvey House for his mother’s next entertainment. Having two aging ponies in their stables, Lady Cambrey thought the children who were old enough would be delighted to ride them around the paddock.

Cam thought it would be more fun for them to ride a properly trained mount with a child seated in front of an adult. Of course, no one had asked him since he couldn’t ride anyway. Even more frustration in his day! For there wasn’t much more pleasurable a thing to do in the country than have a good ride and give a horse its head.

Looking at Margaret, who happened to capture his glance and return it with quizzically raised eyebrows, he smiled thinking of one or two more pleasurable things.

With everything packed up, suddenly, Lady Angsley screamed.

“George is in the river! Help!”

Everyone began scrambling, running to the water’s edge. With his heart pounding, Cam was half out of his chair before he realized he could neither stand, nor swim. It was torture to sit there powerlessly, barely able to see past the gaggle of his relations, whilst his uncle jumped in the river after the toddler.

Luckily, his aunt had seen the incident as it happened, standing mere feet from her child, who’d taken a step too many and been sucked in by the slope and then the current. Neither the boy’s mother nor the other women could safely go in the water to save the tot, knowing their dresses would weigh them down to a quick drowning if they lost their footing. Cam’s Uncle Harold, though, only in his forties, was a strong swimmer. As the boy was only a few yards from the shore, in a brief amount of time, the father had his son in his arms.

Back upon the bank, Harold held the boy upside down by his feet and whacked his back to get out any water he might have inhaled or swallowed. Thankfully, it had happened so quickly, young George was declared perfectly fine, except for being wet, scared, and wrong side up.

“Stop it, Harold. Let him down,” ordered Lady Angsley, reaching her hands out, obviously desperate to hold her son in her arms.

As Harold righted him, Margaret moved quickly to wrap up the boy in the picnic blanket and hand him to the grateful mother.

Like a flash of oil on flames, Cam’s anger flared as he watched the scene unfold, surprised to see smiles already returning to his family’s faces and how calm everyone seemed. The whole event, in fact, set off his irritable temper, which seemed always close at hand lately. Infuriated, he gripped the handles of his chair.

“Someone should have been watching the child more carefully,” he stated. “The boy could have died, drowned right next to you, and the blame would have been easy to place.”

Catherine Angsley, who had seemed relatively calm, started to cry, and Harold Angsley looked daggers at his nephew before snatching his son back from his wife. Hoisting him high upon his wet shoulders to carry him back to Turvey House, he set off without another word.

Lady Cambrey pursed her lips at her own son, while Eleanor and Beryl gathered up the rest of the children to begin the short trek back.

However, it was Margaret to whom Cam looked. Her reaction was to shake her head, as if disappointed in him, cutting him to the quick. Unable to get his plaster cast wet and help rescue the boy, or even stand for that matter, he had done nothing but sit like an old man and fish, and when faced with an emergency, he could do naught but sit some more.

No wonder she wore an expression of disappointment.

He ought to go into solitary convalescence until the cast could be removed. Perhaps he would begin writing that book he’d considered before, or take up painting. Or maybe he would sit staring out a window and go stark, raving mad. It seemed the most likely of the scenarios. This long lesson of patience and humility had worn extremely thin. And he was displeased with how easily irritated he became.

A melancholy group, except for the youngest, they returned to the manor with Cam breathing hard to keep up. By the time the veranda rolled under his wheels, he felt no qualms in asking Cyril to help him upstairs to rest until dinner.

And he was well within the bounds of reason for needing some tincture of opium to ease the agony in his arm muscles. He didn’t see how anyone could blame him for that.

[image: *]*

Sitting in the library, penning a letter to her mother while the Angsley family visited in the drawing room, Maggie tapped the pen to her lower lip and considered her words. About to write to Anne Blackwood how happy she was to be back with her betrothed, for the most part, it was true. The previous night had been beyond what she’d expected from relations with a man. She truly had not understood how awkwardness and fear would fall away when faced with love and desire.

Nevertheless, she was wary of John’s occasional strange behavior. Nor had Maggie forgotten how greatly changed he had seemed when first she arrived. True, after a bath, haircut, and shave, he was more like his old self. Combined with how quickly she’d come to accept the small differences, such as his pallor and his thinness, she was indeed happy to still call him her fiancé.

However, only the day before, he had sworn a rude oath and left her and Eleanor without a backward glance. When she’d confronted him later, he’d seemed a completely different individual, contrite and calm. What’s more, he’d instantly promised to stop taking opium.

Then today, out of the blue, he said something unnecessarily harsh, greatly disturbing Lord and Lady Angsley.

Neither incident would seem strange if John were not the Earl of Cambrey, a man who had been in society for a decade and bred to the title, which he had now held for four years since his father’s untimely passing. He knew better in both instances than to behave like a brute.

Sighing, she wrote to her mother John’s arm was well-mended except for its slightness. She added the story of fishing and of Eleanor’s great pleasure in visiting with Beryl. Naturally, Maggie left out the near-disaster that befell George, as well as any doubts she felt about marrying a man who was showing a new and unpleasant side of himself.

Sealing her letter, she went to find Cyril or Mrs. Mackle to ask about getting it sent with the early morning post. As she crossed the domed hallway, she heard the front door open.

“The lovely Miss Blackwood, soon to be the Countess of Cambrey.”

Grayson had entered the front hall, still wearing a long traveling coat.

“Are you recently back from London?”

“I am.” Ambling toward her, he took her free hand and offered her a polite bow over it. “I dropped my trunk at my own dwelling and came directly here to see how his lordship is faring.”

Frowning, Maggie asked, “Why? Were you worried about him?”

Tilting his head, he gave her a wry smile. “How long have you been here?”

“A few days.”

“Then you have seen him?”

“Of course!” Maggie recalled the prior evening. She’d done a great deal more than see John Angsley. Then Grayson’s meaning dawned on her.

“You refer to his appearance. I think you will find him greatly changed for the better.”

His eyebrows rose. “Really?”

“Yes, but I’ll let you see him for yourself. Was there anything besides his hair and beard that worried you?”

“I don’t like to tell tales out of school, Miss Blackwood. If he has improved as you say, then I shall be extremely pleased.”

“Won’t you call me Maggie, or at least Margaret?”

“Yes, I will, if you’ll call me Grayson.”

“All right, I will.” With enough worries of her own, she decided not to press him on the matter of his concerns regarding John. “If you’ll excuse me, I will let you go visit with John while I find the butler.”

He bowed again. “Good day, Margaret.”

“And to you, Grayson.”

She had to admit she was relieved the estate manager was back. She couldn’t speak to any of the staff about her apprehensions over their master, nor could she express her fears to Lady Cambrey. She’d certainly learned that lesson. While Grayson was also in John’s employ, like Cyril or Peter, they were friends before anything else. If the man was concerned, she hoped he would speak up.

By seven at night, except for the five youngest children, everyone was gathered in the main dining room, including Grayson. John appeared relaxed again, and his relatives had seemingly forgiven him for his unfortunate statement, causing his aunt to cry.

Maggie knew, in all likelihood, a long evening of charades and whist or loo was in their future. She hoped John would keep an even temper throughout, and she planned on visiting him again in his room. If not for a repeat of the previous evening’s pleasure, then at least to ask him in private how he felt since stopping the opium.
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Without a moment’s privacy, Cam hadn’t been able to invite Margaret to another late-night tryst except with his eyes. Still, he knew she would come, and he was ready for her when she slipped into his room after everyone else had gone to bed.

“Are you asleep?” she whispered.

“No,” he whispered back, “are you?”

Laughing, she ran across his thick Persian carpet and launched herself onto the bed beside him.

“Oof!” He expelled a breath.

“Did I hurt you?” she asked.

“No.” Though somehow her elbow had ended up in his stomach as she’d settled beside him. He didn’t care. She could batter him blue and black and he would still love her.

Realizing she had put herself in the same position as the night before, as if entirely ready for lovemaking, he bent low to kiss her. Unexpectedly, she placed her delicate hands on his chest and held him at bay.

“I didn’t come here for this. Or even expecting it. You understand? We may converse, if you like.”

Grinning, he untied her belt to find her entirely bare. At once, his body reacted, and his brain seemed to empty itself of any intelligent thought.

“Oof,” he said again, making her giggle. “It seems to me, my lady, you came here ready for me to do precisely this.” And he claimed her mouth before trailing kisses down her neck and over each of her breasts.

When he slid his hand into her feather-soft curls and started to stroke her as had done the night before, they spoke no more except for sighs and moans and guttural groaning.

It was a long-time later, after much teasing and kissing, more caresses and stroking, and some perfectly learned handiwork on Margaret’s part, when he spent upon the counterpane. It was easy to imagine a time when he might do the same inside her.

Cuddling together, he wondered if tonight they might drift off to sleep and let the consequences happen, until he recalled he hadn’t had the necessary last dose of laudanum. Perhaps if she fell asleep quickly, he could reach over her. Or maybe, he should tell her it was time to return to her own room.

However, he needn’t have worried, for instead of closing her lovely, gold-flecked eyes, she fixed her gaze upon him.

“How are you feeling?”

Smiling, he squeezed her closer. “Need you ask after what we just did?”

“No, my love, I meant since you stopped taking any opium tincture. You said before it made you grumpy. Undoubtedly why you snapped at your aunt and uncle this afternoon. By dinner, though, after you came upstairs to rest, you seemed your normal, amiable self. And what about now? Are you in any pain?”

Lying to her was the absolute last thing Cam wanted to do, but he couldn’t put the burden of worry upon her, not when he knew he was doing the right thing. Eventually, he would stop taking laudanum, and then his words would no longer be a lie.

“I feel at times a little irritable as you witnessed at the river, but then I feel better, especially when you are with me. At this moment,” he paused to brush his hand along her bare arm, “I feel no pain.”

Goosebumps rose upon her skin, and he thought they could most likely pleasure each other again before she left.

“And are you pleased Grayson is back?”

He blinked.

“Grayson is it now? Not Mr. O’Connor? Should I be jealous?”

She made a fist and punched him softly in the stomach.

“I’m lying naked in your arms after we have touched each other in the most intimate fashion. Do you feel jealous?”

“Not at present. But I could easily tear a man limb for limb if he ever touches you. And I will scowl fiercely at anyone who so much as lets his gaze linger upon you too long.”

“It could end up being rather a scowl-filled marriage then.”

He rolled her atop him. “I think it will be a marriage of laughter and love.”

“As do I,” she agreed.

“As soon as the damnable cast comes off, I will stand before God and before witnesses and make you my wife. I cannot wait.”

“Until then,” Margaret said, her voice fairly purring, “we can still have plenty of love and laughter.” Lowering her head, she kissed him, then scooted down to kiss each of his nipples as he had done to hers. “And passion,” she added before continuing to pleasure him.

She stayed even longer than she had the night before, and when she did leave, he felt the weight of guilt settle heavily upon him as he scrabbled in the drawer for the bottle.

Uncorking it, he sipped and then returned it to its place before considering one problem.

Gray had returned and exclaimed favorably over his improvement. No longer listless and sitting in the darkened room unable to give a fig about anything, Cam had been revived by Margaret and her loving ministrations.

Unfortunately, his friend knew Cam was still taking laudanum. Gray hadn’t asked him or even mentioned it. Yet Gray, who had witnessed his previous attempt at stopping, well knew if Cam weren’t still enjoying the benefits of opium, he would be a shell of a man, writhing on his bed. He would have been unable to attend dinner as a gracious host, nor, he suspected, could he have made such exquisite love to his fiancée.

His whole focus would be on crawling out of his own skin, moving his cramping muscles, and wondering how to get a drop of opium tincture without anyone noticing.

What if Margaret mentioned to Gray how Cam had supposedly stopped?

If Gray realized Margaret believed it, would he gainsay her? Would he go out of his way to disabuse her of her incorrect notion? Cam sincerely hoped not. He had a feeling she would take it hard, indeed, to discover he had been dishonest, no matter his good intentions.

In any case, if they loved him, they wouldn’t discuss his personal business amongst themselves. Which was what he would count on—that they loved him.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twenty-Three


With his worrisome thoughts of the night before still in his head the next morning, Cam was determined to be downstairs early. As host, he would be congenial and attentive, and his estate manager need never have reason to spend time alone with Margaret.

Within minutes of Cyril seating him in the east dining room, Cam was startled as the Angsley children came squealing in, halting in their footsteps when they saw him. They were followed a moment later by the fifth one and their nanny, who held his leading strings in one hand. The woman hesitated. She had not gone to the river with them the day prior as Lord and Lady Angsley considered themselves broadminded parents who liked to look after their own as much as possible, or so his mother had told him.

And see where that had got them? Cam thought. Nearly with a drowned boy.

Regaining her composure at seeing the earl of the manor already awake and at the table, the middle-aged woman curtsied.

“Apologies, my lord. The wee ones do rise early. I usually get them away from the lord and lady so they can finish their sleep undisturbed. Which room shall I take them to? I noticed you don’t have a nursery.”

Not yet, he thought.

“If you help oversee them, they may stay here. Food will be brought in shortly, and if there’s anything they don’t like, we shall ask for something else.”

The nanny bobbed another curtsey. “Very well, my lord.”

Meanwhile, the little ones, except the very youngest who was still firmly tethered, were trotting around the table, full of energy. Around and around, like horses in a paddock, only far noisier and apt to bump his chair.

Instead of feeling annoyed, Cam, who’d recently had a dose of laudanum upon awakening, laughed.

“Delightful,” he said. “And there’s George, looking hale and hearty.”

Indeed, the boy seemed to have completely recovered from his soggy ordeal. Shyly, George smiled.

When two maids came in carrying trays of food, both hot and cold, for the sideboard, the nanny cautioned the children to stand still. To the woman’s credit and Cam’s admiration, they obeyed.

After the staff had served him and left, Cam invited them all to sit though usually, of course, they would dine in a nursery or, as they had the day before, in the kitchen. The nanny shuttled back and forth with plates of food for each one.

For his part, it had done Cam no good to tell his staff he had only the barest of appetites. They carried on as they always had. Thus, his plate was weighed down with his favorite breakfast of kippers, back bacon, grilled tomatoes, fried mushrooms, a poached egg on top of buttered toast, two bangers, and a grilled oatcake. The children, however, seemed to be extremely picky eaters.

Fascinated, Cam looked on as the nanny gave them each a single slice of buttered toast heaped with sweet preserves and a couple rashers of bacon.”

“Is that all they’re having?” he asked, spearing his poached egg so the yoke ran over his toast.

The nanny paused as she poured milk for each child.

“If they finish that and want more, then they shall have it, and not before. I don’t like to waste food on those who don’t eat it.” She sent a meaningful glance around the table.

Cam was impressed. Nonetheless, he hoped she didn’t notice how little of his own breakfast he ate. He feared she might start shoveling it into his mouth or give him a reprimand.

“I do think that’s very sensible of you, Mrs. …?”

“Mrs. Wendall, my lord.”

He would consider poaching the woman off his uncle and aunt when the time came for Margaret and him to need a nanny. Stealing other people’s well-trained servants by offering a little extra in their wages was the tried and true method of getting good help.

As if thinking of her had conjured the very lady herself, Margaret entered with Eleanor close behind. He’d learned she was often an early riser from her first visit.

“Good morning, ladies. We are already dining, as you can see.”

The beaming smile of amusement on his betrothed’s face warmed him. Conceivably, she approved of his paternal display, surrounded by behaved youngsters.

“You seem to have everything well in hand,” she remarked, going to the sideboard with her sister where they would help themselves.

“Honestly, no. Not without Mrs. Wendall.”

The girls looked around to see the nanny, who’d taken a corner chair and now offered a little wave.

“Good morning,” both the Blackwood sisters said.

“Have you eaten?” Margaret asked her, and Cam felt a twinge of shame. There he was, stuffing his face as were the little Angsleys while the nanny sat with nothing.

What a potato root he was!

“Yes, I have, miss. Don’t you worry.”

“A cup of tea, perhaps?” Margaret persisted. “I don’t suppose you get a minute to yourself except when these little ones are eating or sleeping.”

The nanny shrugged in good-natured agreement.

“I wouldn’t say no to a cuppa, miss, but I can help myself if no one minds.”

“Absolutely,” Cam told her, wishing he’d had the thoughtfulness of these sisters from a different class. When one grew up with nearly invisible servants, one assumed they neither ate nor drank. Nor slept for that matter.

As Mrs. Wendall poured herself some tea, sopped up a milk spill, and gave two children a sausage, Margaret and Eleanor took the remaining seats.

“What is on our program for today?” Margaret asked.

“Will you take us fishing again?” the oldest boy asked, and to Cam’s surprise, he was speaking to Eleanor.

“If I did, it would have to be only you and your older sister, or we will need more adults to watch over your siblings. We’ll see, shall we?”

Cam nearly laughed at how grown up Eleanor sounded. But then, like Beryl, she could be coming out to London society in a year if Lady Blackwood deemed her daughter ready.

“Lady Cambrey may have something in mind for today,” Margaret put in, then looked to Cam, her cheeks pinkening beautifully as their gazes locked.

“I’m not sure. There isn’t much to do in Bedfordshire unless one journeys by carriage. But, of course, the children have been everywhere local. Their home is only a few miles down the road. I believe all except Beryl are going home later this afternoon.”

There were groans all around.

And then in walked Gray, who normally came for meals. His cottage was roomy, big enough for a family, but he kept no staff.

“There you are, ol’ chap,” Cam said, as the man glanced around at so many in the small dining room. “You’ve come to the right place for happy children clearing their plates.”

“I see that I have.” Gray addressed the youngest Angsleys. “As your pony rides were postponed yesterday by Master George’s unplanned swim, we’ll do them after you’ve finished eating.”

The children cheered.

“And then maybe we can take a wagon ride to my best orchard. I’ll let you pick some juicy apples if you stay clear of the tree fairies.”

The children squealed this time, possibly a little alarmed.

Cam laughed. “All of our tree fairies are Angsley fairies and will do you no harm since you are family.”

Gray shrugged and rolled his eyes. “Merely trying to create a little excitement.”

“I, for one, will be thrilled to see the fairies,” Eleanor said, without a hint of irony.

Cam nearly thought she believed in them. Then he saw her wink at Gray. Yes, she was nearly ready for her first Season.

“Where’s Beryl?” Gray asked. Since the man’s parents were from Lord and Lady Angsley’s estate, he had grown up with Beryl under foot as much as Cam had, like a little sister.

“Still abed,” Eleanor offered. “We stayed up quite late talking in her room.”

Cam shot Margaret a glance, and she raised her finely sculpted eyebrows. Hopefully, the girls had heard nothing of Eleanor’s older sister creeping back into her own room after a night of pleasure with him.

“Will you ladies come out and see the ponies?” Gray asked.

Eleanor readily agreed. Cam had been told she had a love of nature, especially animals. However, before Margaret could decide to go along, too, Cam spoke up.

“As for Margaret, would you like to spend some time discussing the wedding plans?”

Gray’s head swiveled toward him, and then he made a face only Cam could see, which entailed puckering his lips and closing his eyes. Cam grinned, holding back a laugh.

Luckily, Margaret seemed not to care about ponies. “Yes, I would.”

And soon everyone left the room, allowing the servants to clean the table and reset it for the rest of the visitors.

When the nanny and her charges along with Eleanor and Gray had left for the stables, Cam wheeled himself out to the veranda with Margaret leading the way.

“I like it out here with you,” he said. “It will always remind me of your agreeing to marry me.”

“We don’t truly have wedding plans to go over, do we?”

He shrugged. “Not unless you care whether we have mutton or beef at the meal, or what color flowers decorate the church. I care only about standing beside you and having us declared man and wife.”

“Besides, no matter which decisions I try to make, I believe your mother and mine will have the final say.” Margaret said it with a smile, as if she didn’t mind in the least. “What shall we talk about then?”

“A million details of our upcoming life, I suppose. For instance, do you like my bedroom or shall we choose another one?”

She dipped her head. “I like the one you have and will be pleased to keep it as is.” Then she frowned. “That is, unless …”

“Unless?”

“John, you haven’t invited other women into your room, have you?”

If he’d been drinking, he would have spluttered. What on earth did she think of his previous life as a bachelor?

“Certainly not! My mother would never allow it.”

He laughed at his joke, but Margaret wasn’t smiling.

“I’m only fooling, my love. The answer is no.”

“Good,” she said. “Next question.”

“Will you mind spending the Parliamentary session with me in London, or will you prefer to remain here at Turvey?”

“Not only shall I go with you, but I expect us to attend social events and to dance. You may recall, I do like to waltz. As I will be a married lady, I can enjoy myself without wondering who will be on my dance card.”

“I shall be the one worrying who is on your dance card.”

“Foolish man. You know I won’t have one.”

“True enough. What about when we have children? Will you stay in Town?”

She paled slightly, and he remarked again how guileless her expressions were.

“I would like to be by your side regardless,” she said. “Parliament is in session a long time, and I would miss you dreadfully. Do you not want me there?”

“Of course I do. Though, I would not force you to be in Town. I know many women wish to lead separate lives from their husbands.”

“And take lovers,” Margaret said off-handedly.

What on earth?

“That is entirely forbidden,” Cam insisted, trying to keep his tone light, though a needle of jealousy lanced him at the thought of her with any other man. “Do I need to order a chastity girdle along with your wedding gown?”

Laughing, she shook her head. “I meant the husbands, you dunce. It is common knowledge men go to their clubs and then afterward directly to their mistresses.”

Tilting her head, she asked, “Do I need to request a … is there a man’s equivalent for a chastity girdle?”

“Yes,” Cam told her, taking her hand and bringing it to his lips. “It’s called love and devotion. Those will keep me true to you for the rest of our lives.”

She unleashed her spectacular smile upon him.

“Perfect.”
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Except for when her sister asked her to sit for a sketch, which Eleanor wished to gift to her soon-to-be brother-in-law, Maggie let the other visitors enjoy any events Lady Cambrey or even Grayson had planned. For her part, she was satisfied remaining by John’s side, playing cards and chess, and finding out neither of them cared for losing. Fortunately, they were well enough matched they took turns winning.

“Will this be a normal day at Turvey House for us?” Maggie asked after he’d taken her queen.

Cam took his gaze from the board.

“I enjoy spending time with you whatever we’re doing. Yet, when my cast comes off and my leg is strong, I think it would be enjoyable to ride together. There are many beautiful areas better seen from atop a horse than in a carriage. What’s more, if you’re willing, I would like us to journey to the Continent. Do you have an interest?”

“Oh, I do.”

“I recall you speak French exceedingly well.”

“Oui, monsieur.”

He chuckled. “I will let you speak for us both then, for my accent is atrocious, I’ve been told.”

“So, we shall journey to France, and where else? Have you been to Italy?”

“No, I haven’t. I was waiting to take the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known to one of the most romantic places.”

They smiled at each for a long moment.

“I should very much like to go to Greece, also. If it’s safe,” Maggie added.

“Let’s take in Lord Elgin’s statuary in London first and then we’ll see about a trip to Greece,” he said. “I will want to go on ample walking tours after this experience.”

“Maybe closer to home, too. The Yorkshire moors,” she suggested.

“We’ll climb Ben Nevis, too.”

“What are you two plotting?” It was Grayson. He tossed himself into a chair.

Margaret knew her smile was huge. “All the places we shall go after John is completely healed.”

“I’m happy for you both. However, after a day with that lot,” Grayson gestured to the children who were now running in circles around their nanny in the far field, “I think a sedentary holiday is the one for me.”

Her fiancé shook his head. “When I’m out of this blasted chair, I don’t think I shall ever sit again.”

“Understandable. Speaking of the pushchair, while I was in London, I inquired as you asked me about the identity of the driver.”

“Oh dear,” Maggie said, hating to think of the needless loss of life.

John patted her hand. “Anyone we knew?”

Grayson shook his head. “I don’t believe so. A man named Robert Carruthers. Old enough at three and twenty to have known better, but young enough one can almost forgive him.”

“Any family?” John asked. “No wife, I hope.”

“No wife. Son of a well-to-do businessman, something to do with wool. Victoria has gone and made the father a baronet over his fine fiber. If it’s any consolation to the parents, the dead man had a twin brother and a couple other siblings.”

Maggie considered if the unthinkable had happened, and John had perished instead.

“It may sound terrible to say as each person is an individual and as important as any other. Still, in my limited experience with death and losing loved ones, I believe it must be a small consolation, indeed, to the rest of his family. When we lost my father, had my mother also died, it would have destroyed us. Though all us sisters were nearly adults, we would have felt like orphans. And think of Lady Cambrey. If John had died without any siblings, I’m sure she would have been utterly inconsolable. It would have been the loss of a family’s entire generation in one fell swoop.”

Placing her other hand on top of John’s, they stared at each other a moment. His mother aside, Maggie couldn’t conceive of facing life without this man.

“I have never thought of myself as a family’s entire generation. I don’t think I like it. Far too much pressure.”

Grayson laughed. “To think it’s come down to you, old boy. Lord Anguish.”

Silence descended as John looked at him, his jaw tightening.

“What did you call me?”

John’s childhood friend never seemed bothered one bit by his moods, or whether he was going to cause one. For Maggie, it felt like an unfamiliar and definitely unpleasant new worry.

Grayson merely smiled. “It’s what I heard a few people calling you when I started making my inquiries. Some members of the ton think they are witty.”

“They think wrong,” John’s tone was flat, obviously annoyed at the notion people were talking about him. He withdrew his hands from hers and sat straighter in the pushchair.

“I assure you, they’re not making fun. In fact, I think they’re somewhat in awe. Most can’t believe you lived, what with the increasingly gory versions of your many broken bones and all the blood loss.”

After another long moment, in which Maggie wondered what he was thinking, John offered a wry smile.

“Awe, indeed. They haven’t a clue.”

With the mood lightened, Maggie looked at the chessboard once again. To her delight, she saw the pieces anew and realized her opening.

“Goodness,” she declared, moving her bishop into place. “It’s checkmate.”

“What?” John exclaimed, raising his voice slightly.

Maggie felt a frisson of nerves rustle through her. Was he going to become upset? Would he lash out in irritation? Biting her lip, she waited.

Then he burst out laughing. “My fiancée is one of the best chess players I’ve ever encountered. How is that possible?”

“Because she is a woman,” Grayson said off-handedly. “No doubt she’s been distracting you with her beauty and feminine wiles.” His wry smile softened the effect of his words.

“Nothing of the sort,” Maggie told him. “I know you’re half-joking, but I’ll play you later if you like. No feminine wiles will be used upon you, good sir.”

Grayson opened his mouth, but John cut him off. “He’s probably too busy for such frivolity.”

“I just gave pony rides and picked apples while searching for fairies!”

“Exactly,” John said. “I assume you are still my estate manager and will be working this afternoon in your office. Plus, I have some investments to discuss with you.”

“Slave driver,” Grayson said. Then he turned to Maggie. “Our game will have to wait for some other day.” He was nearly at the door to the house when he turned.

“Cam, do you need anything? What about laudanum?”

Maggie saw John’s face pale. Perhaps he hadn’t told Grayson he had stopped dosing himself.

“No, I’m fine,” her fiancé said evenly, turning away to end the conversation, fixing his glance on the children in the field.

Most probably it was still uncomfortable for him to think about opium, knowing the relief it would give him, particularly if he were in any pain at that moment. Maggie decided to speak with Grayson privately to let him know not to bring it up while John was still weaning himself from the substance.

After dinner she found an opportunity. They were already down to six with most of the Angsley family having returned home after the midday meal, leaving only Beryl with them. Having excused herself to go to the water closet, before returning to the drawing room in which everyone was playing cards, Maggie encountered Grayson in the hallway. In his hand, he held a bottle of apple brandy.

Holding it up for her inspection, he quipped, “His lordship had a thirst for this.”

Nodding, she thought how best to approach the subject.

“I know you and John have been friends for many years, and I would not tell you how to behave around him except in this one important issue.”

Grayson tilted his head, staring at her with interest.

“Go on.”

“He has ceased taking laudanum, and I would ask you not bring it to his mind, nor tempt him with it at present. I know doing without it is extremely difficult for him.”

The man stared at her, and she hoped she hadn’t offended him.

Then he sighed. “Margaret, I understand your concern. However, I must tell you you’re acting under a misapprehension.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Grayson frowned. “John hasn’t stopped dosing himself with laudanum.”

His words fell on her like bricks. “Why do you say that?”

“Because it’s the truth.” His gentle voice somehow made it worse.

Her ire flashed like dry leaves touched by a torch. “You’re wrong. John promised me he would stop taking it after I found him in a terrible state. Why, in the past few days alone, the hollowed look under his eyes has all but vanished, and he’s eating more. Stopping the tincture has done him a world of good already.”

Gray shook his head, dashing her hopes, though her brain still fought against what she was hearing.

“Having you here is what has done him some good. He definitely wouldn’t bathe for my benefit or let us cut his hair. Not even for his mother.”

“Why do you believe he is still taking opium?”

“Because I was here the last time he tried to stop. It was a terrible sight to see. When he is fighting the effects of wanting opium, he doesn’t look calm as he does now, nor act civilly. When he needs a dose and doesn’t have it, he is impatient and irritable, downright rude, and sometimes, he lashes out with irrational full-blown anger.”

“A few times I have witnessed such behavior over the past few days.”

“It would be consistent, Margaret. What you may have witnessed was him needing his next dose. If he behaved better soon after, then he took it. I’m sorry, but I am confident in my assertion.”

“He looks better,” she protested.

“There’s the proof. When he stopped taking it before, he looked terrible. He had uncontrollable sweating and shaking of his limbs. His body will have to go through some very unpleasant sensations again when, or if, he stops. I believe it happens while one’s personal chemistry, if you understand me, is releasing all remains of the opium. Like those who cannot handle their alcohol and must give it up or die. I’ve been around my share of men ‘drying’ out, as they say. It is not agreeable to watch and worse to experience, and I think the effects of opium are far more severe.”

Her heart sank. All sense of relief she had previously felt vanished.

“He promised me.”

Grayson touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Please don’t hold it against him. He is a good man, one of the finest I’ve ever known. This accident has thrown him off-kilter. I know him, though. Cam will persevere.”

“What should I do?”

He dropped his hand from her arm. “Confront him, I suppose.”

“What if he lies to me again?” Dammit. She couldn’t keep the tears from pricking her eyes.

“I believe you hold the key, Margaret. Nothing and no one else will make him give it up. It is too difficult a thing to ask a man. In fact, maybe until he has his cast off and can be distracted by walking or riding, it isn’t fair to ask it of him anyway. When I arrived yesterday, I thought that was the arrangement you had made with him—to let him take laudanum until he had an entirely healed body with which he could fight the terrible symptoms of not taking it.”

“I don’t know what’s right. I fear the longer he waits, the harder it will be.”

“You may be correct. You will be his wife soon. I leave it up to you to decide.”

With an encouraging nod, he walked past her to reenter the drawing room. As he opened the door, she could hear John’s happy laughter alongside Eleanor and Beryl’s. How different from the man she’d encountered upon her return!

What should she do? She wished she could ask Jenny or Simon. Perhaps she should write a letter, confessing her dilemma, and asking for their advice. One thing she did know with certainty. Whether she thought it acceptable for him to continue taking laudanum until his cast came off or persisted in her request for him to stop, Maggie could not allow him to lie to her any longer.

If he could show her such disrespect as to make a promise and lie to her face before marriage, what would stop him from betraying her afterward? He must tell her the truth, or she feared it would be the end of their engagement.

With such a dire thought in her head, she followed Grayson into the drawing room.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Cam relaxed in his chair when he saw Gray return alone, and he let his friend pour a round of apple brandy for all of them. At his mother’s permission, even Eleanor and Beryl received a few mouthfuls in small sherry glasses.

However, when Margaret entered the drawing room a few moments later, with her readable countenance plainly distraught, his heart sank. He had a suspicion she knew.

Sipping his brandy and trying to catch her eye, he allowed for a small feeling of outrage to seep into his heart when she wouldn’t look directly at him.

How dare they discuss him as if he were a child!

No one had the right to dictate what he should do, a grown man who’d been through hell, and he mightily resented Margaret’s judgmental attitude. When every man jack used laudanum for each and every tiny ache, not to mention the women dosing themselves for their natural monthly flow, which was probably utterly painless, why shouldn’t he, who had suffered broken bones, be allowed to ease his anguish?

At that moment, he knew he was only a couple hours from turning in for the night and enjoying his last dose of the evening. The anticipation of relief gave him a sense of peace. She had no right to wish to take it from him. None at all.

Tossing back the brandy, he held out his glass toward Gray who, with raised eyebrows, refilled it.

Nodding his thanks, Cam settled into his chair for the next round of whist.

Nevertheless, his enjoyment of the evening was dimmed by Margaret’s cool reserve, so noticeable, Eleanor asked her sister if she felt well.

“A slight headache is all,” Margaret said, and Cam could only hope it were true. In his gut, though, he knew it to be otherwise.

Gone was the lively, loving fiancée, and he sorely missed her. Glancing at Gray, Cam considered whether he should question him on what was said. It was damnably difficult to arrange to catch someone where and when he wanted while stuck in the pushchair.

Before he could think of a way, the night was over, and Gray had left for his own home across the field. There was always tomorrow. In any case, if he couldn’t speak to his estate manager that evening, he could at least hope to speak to Margaret.

In his bedroom, watching the glowing of the coals in his fireplace, Cam yawned and punched his pillow, occupying the wait with thinking how much he loved her. Should he confess to still taking laudanum drops knowing it would upset her?

Waking with a start, Cam realized he had dozed off. Glancing at the clock on his mantle, he frowned. It was far later than any of the other nights Margaret had visited.

Finally, it occurred to him she was not coming.

What should he make of that?

He could ring for Peter and … and what? Ask him to knock on his betrothed’s door and summon her to his room? Hardly.

Another thought struck him. Could he possibly get to her room unassisted? He’d had a cast on his leg for two months, or thereabouts. Surely, he could stand upright, hop on his good leg, and touch the injured one down on the floor, when he needed to, without doing it any harm. If only he had crutches, which he had soundly eschewed.

Cursing his pride, he recalled how he’d forbidden the doctors from bringing any into the house, either his London home or to Turvey House when the doctor who removed his arm cast had offered one.

“I will not look like an invalid,” he had railed. “Nor a beggar!”

In his mind’s eye, he’d seen those unfortunate men and women from Covent Garden or Whitechapel.

Stupid vanity! Who cared what he looked like if a crutch helped him to reach Margaret?

Swinging his good leg off the bed, he eased the other one down until his foot touched the floor. There were those toes which had never heralded gangrene, thank goodness, and which he could now wiggle if not effortlessly, at least stiffly.

Easing to a standing position, Cam hopped. Then he hopped again. So far, so good. Hopping once more, he realized he was bloody exhausted already. Breathing hard and feeling sweat trickling down his back, he would need another bath in the morning.

Lowering his right leg to the carpet, he winced at the strangeness of it. He dared not put any weight on it, at the risk of re-injuring bones that weren’t yet set. Thinking of what could happen if the large thigh bone shifted, he felt the blood drain from his head.

“The Devil!” he swore, and then he toppled over.

Lying upon his thick, soft carpet, he considered his options. He could attempt to crawl to Margaret’s room. Most probably, she would think it a good arm strengthening exercise.

Alternately, he could creep toward the bell pull by his bed and pull the damn cord to summon Peter. Such a course of action seemed preferable since he was utterly naked. In hindsight, he would have been prudent to grab his robe before he got out of bed. Regrettably, his mind simply wasn’t thinking clearly, perhaps due to the lateness of the hour.

In any case, there was no doubt had he attempted to hop or crawl to Margaret’s room, he would have been caught somewhere in the middle between his room and hers, with his bare arse and his yard on display for all to see.

Sighing, he dragged himself the short way back to his bedside, finding it nearly impossible to crawl with only one knee and with the other leg out straight behind him. Rising up on his good knee, which took him a few long minutes, at last, he was leaning on the side of his bed at an awkward angle.

Reaching for the bell pull, brushing it once, twice, three times with his outstretched fingers, at last, he grasped it and yanked hard.

Then he waited. He had never taken a really long look at his bed with its solid walnut headboard and footboard, elaborately carved. He traced the elegant arched moldings and leaves with his gaze, finding it satisfactory.

In a few minutes, the door opened behind him. Craning his neck, Cam saw Peter in his robe, staring at him, eyes popping from his head at his bare-assed lord.

“Don’t stand there like a ninny-panny. Help me back into bed. And in the morning, first thing, I should like a hot bath.”
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Maggie awakened feeling exhausted as she’d spent the better part of the night battling with herself about whether to visit with John in his room. A couple times, she’d even made it as far as his door before turning back.

Lying awake, she’d stared at the ceiling considering what would happen if she went to him. He would overwhelm her senses with a kiss and then they would become intimate again. If that happened, it wouldn’t be appropriate to bring up her concerns or to accuse him. Finally, she’d fallen asleep, still in her dressing gown.

Bleary eyed, she arose the next morning, still pondering her best course of action. She must hold onto the fact she loved him and his assurance he loved her.

Unable to get him alone until after breakfast, when Beryl and Eleanor went gamboling off like colts to do who knew what and Lady Cambrey went to the drawing room to read the dailies, Maggie stared at him. How to start?

“I missed you last night,” John said.

“I missed you, too.” She might as well be honest since truth was the issue at hand. It had been difficult to forsake having his mouth and hands upon her. Even more difficult, though, to think he was lying to her.

“I didn’t want to come to you again until I spoke with you, and last night didn’t seem the right time.”

“I wish you had come to me. I will discuss anything with you. Any time.”

Very well. Taking a deep breath, she asked, “Are you still taking laudanum?”

Frowning, his glance slid away from her, and she knew it to be true. Instead of answering, he asked, “Did Gray tell you that?”

“Why does it matter? I only want to know if you lied to me.”

“It matters if my good friend and my lovely intended are speaking about me behind my back.”

The importance of this discussion was not lost on her. Standing up, Maggie found she needed to pace the room.

“Two people who care about you happened to believe opposite things. Which of us is correct? If Grayson is correct, then you lied to me and broke a promise.”

John was silent for a long moment.

“I need the opium tincture at this time,” he said at last, his voice soft.

“I see.”

“Do you, Margaret? For I am not certain you do.”

Maggie felt tears prick her eyes but worked hard to tamp down her emotions.

“You offered to stop taking laudanum. I didn’t ask. You offered.”

“I knew you wanted me to. Despite the fact I need it for the pain, you wanted me to stop taking it.” His tone was accusatory.

Nodding, she felt a cold chill run up her spine. “And then you promised me.”

“I shouldn’t have.”

“No, I suppose you shouldn’t.” He didn’t look contrite, not one bit. “You’ve made other promises, and now I must wonder about all of them.”

“Don’t,” he said at once. “Except for this one instance, I have never lied to you. I had no choice. Why can’t you allow me the benefit of opium for as long as I need it? You shouldn’t want to take this small relief from me, and I shouldn’t have had to lie about stopping.”

Was he blaming his lie upon her?

“How long do you think you will need it?”

“I don’t know for sure. How can I? And will you please stop pacing?”

Frustrated, Maggie came to a halt before him.

“Don’t look sad.” John reached out and took her hand. “Nothing else has changed.”

Staring at their entwined fingers, Maggie disagreed.

“Nothing except I know you can easily stare into my eyes and lie to me. Nothing except I am engaged to an opium addict.”

Dropping her hand like it was a hot iron, he worked his mouth into a thin, angry line. “An addict! That’s absurd.”

“If you weren’t, you could stop when you wish.”

“I don’t want to stop because I’m in pain,” he insisted.

“Are you? Even now?”

“Not now,” he muttered, “because I take a dose every morning when I awaken.” Then with a louder voice, he asked, “You don’t feel the least to blame for my accident, do you?”

She felt her mouth drop, and then closed it. “You blame me? Because you misinterpreted what you saw at the pavilion and chose to come to my home? What of the reckless driver? Am I more to blame than he is?”

Silence for a moment as John considered. She hoped he realized how absurd it was for him to lay the responsibility at her feet though she’d had moments of severe guilt over the entire event.

“Of course, I don’t,” he said at last, his voice tight. “My apologies for implying anything of the sort.”

“Your apology is accepted,” Maggie answered, mirroring his formal tone. However, she didn’t feel any better.

From now on, there would be this issue between them. Moreover, she didn’t want to be intimate with him while he was addicted to opium. She wasn’t even certain she could explain why. Perhaps because he had once mistaken her for a dream. At any time, how would she know if he were lucid or in an opium-induced state, like Coleridge when he wrote his strange Kubla Khan?

When they were touching each other, had John even known she was real?

“Margaret, what are you thinking?”

“We are at an impasse because I will not—cannot—stand by while you are addicted.”

He made a face of disgust. “Are we back to that again? I told you I am not addicted.”

“No, you simply cannot stop taking it.”

He crossed his arms, his expression mutinous. “Again, you shouldn’t ask it of me.”

Nodding, she realized an awful truth. “As I said, an impasse. I shall leave at once.”

The words were out of her mouth, and she could not call them back.

“What?” John uncrossed his arm. “How can you do such a thing?”

How could she? Yet, how could she not?

“Margaret, I ask you to reconsider. You think I am weak, but I’m not.”

Was that what she thought? Every time she mentioned his addiction, he turned it around as her fault for suggesting he should stop. Had he spent a moment considering he couldn’t?

“When I was a youth,” he began, “I fell from my horse and dislocated my shoulder. It hurt like the devil, but I was far from home and alone. Do you know what I did?”

She shook her head.

“Fortunately, there was a fence nearby. I had to use my good arm to lift my useless arm over the fence. My fingers still worked and I grabbed a hold of the lowest rail I could, and then I hung there, using my own weight and a good deal of yanking until the pressure from the top of the fence rail forced my arm back into the socket. Rather with a nasty snap, it went, too. When it was over, I wretched violently from the entire experience.”

During the recounting of his tale, Maggie had felt the blood drain from her head.

“That must have been extremely frightening and painful.”

“It was both.” Running a hand through his hair, he looked up at her with soulful eyes. “I faced the pain, and I handled the situation. I am not weak.”

“I know you’re not. But, John, you didn’t go home and begin a months-long course of opium.”

“I will stop today,” he said abruptly. Then frowned. “Or first thing tomorrow morning, after I’ve had a good night’s sleep.”

Maggie simply did not believe him. Tomorrow, she feared he would say he would stop the following day and then the next. Eventually, she would probably give up asking. Moreover, even if he vowed he had ceased to dose himself, she would not trust his word.

“How do you feel at present?” she asked him.

“I am fine.”

“Then you should be determined to stop at once.”

“In a few hours,” he reminded her, “I will be in pain.”

“From the injuries or the effects of the opium?”

She watched his jaw work, until he clenched it in silence.

“Does your stomach hurt?” she asked.

Still, he didn’t answer.

“Is your mind as sharp as it was? And what of your temperament? You used to be an even-tempered man. Do you not feel at this moment as if you could lash out at me?”

He shook his head.

“No? Because your face is reddening, as if flushed with anger. What of this sleep you keep mentioning? So precious to you. Truthfully, do you sleep peacefully, or are your nights filled with vivid disturbing dreams, like De Quincey mentioned?”

“Damn it all!” he swore. “Again, with wretched De Quincey. I wish to God he’d never written his ridiculous memoir. If he was such an addict, how can anyone believe his words? I’d like to give him a good throttling.”

“And what about me?” she asked.

“I wish you would simply drop this infernal nagging. If this is any indication of what you will be like as a wife—a tedious scold—then maybe it is I who must reconsider.”

Gasping aloud before she could stop herself, Maggie fisted her hands by her side and took a deep breath.

“Do not bother reconsidering, Lord Angsley. This engagement is over.”

With that, she turned and stormed from the room. By the time she’d run up the stairs and reached her bedroom, some of her anger had dissipated, as well as the silly notion if she’d had a ring, she would have gladly removed it and tossed it onto his lap.

Closing the door behind her, she considered what had occurred, acknowledging a feeling of utter disbelief. If she had left the room a few minutes earlier, then they would still be engaged.

She was no longer the fiancée of John Angsley! What had she done?

Crossing the room, she dropped onto the chair by the window, which overlooked the back of Turvey House. Maggie Blackwood, middle daughter of deceased Baron Blackwood, examined her emotions. A wall of sadness swiftly built itself around her. Tears welled up in her eyes and then spilled over.

What about his humor, his intelligence, and his beloved hazel eyes? What of his kissable, sensual, talented mouth? He understood her and suited her perfectly. He said he loved her and, thus, she’d let him touch her intimately.

Was she really going to walk away from all that? What’s more, she’d come to care for his family, both his mother and his cousin Beryl.

Eleanor! In all the high drama, she’d forgotten about Eleanor. Standing, Maggie went to the bell pull by the bed and tugged it. Glancing around the room, she considered how quickly the maid could get both their trunks packed. Her sister would be unhappy to leave her friend, but she wasn’t a child anymore. Eleanor would understand the need for a hasty departure once she knew the situation.

First, Maggie had to find her. Yet, she didn’t want to go traipsing around the house or the property and risk encountering John. How mortifying! And if he’d already told the formidable Lady Cambrey and she ran into her, oh, the humiliation!

A knock at the door heralded the maid. Or did it?

“Yes?” she asked softly.

“It’s Polly, miss.”

Relieved, Maggie invited her in, instructing her to begin packing in haste, and for her sister, too.

“By any chance have you seen my sister?”

“Yes, miss. I believe she recently came in from a ride with Lady Angsley. They were each going to their rooms.”

“Wonderful, thank you.”

With her hand on the door, Maggie halted at Polly’s words, “Miss, a moment.”

“Yes?”

“I shall be sorry to see you go. I hope you’ll be back soon and not wait until after the wedding.”

Nodding past the lump in her throat, Maggie murmured her thanks and left.

Luckily, Eleanor was in her room, alone, changing out of her riding habit. After a brief, painful explanation, Maggie found herself in her sister’s tight embrace, and the tears began to flow again.

“I’m sorry,” Maggie managed between sniffles. “I know you are having a wonderful time with Beryl. You see why I cannot stay, though, don’t you?”

“Of course. We must get you back to Mummy and Jenny.”

“I know this seems cowardly, but I don’t want to see the Angsleys, not any of them. I just want to leave.”

“Perfectly understandable, though it may be impossible. I’ll go tell Beryl.”

“Oh,” Maggie moaned.

“As little as possible. Only that we must leave and that whatever has occurred is between you and the earl. May I say as much?”

Again, Maggie was impressed by her sister’s maturity.

“Yes, thank you.”

“Then I’ll speak with the butler about readying our carriage and horses and gathering Simon’s staff. We came with four, didn’t we?”

Maggie watched her sister leave to prepare for their long journey home. Returning to her own room while Polly continued to pack, Maggie penned a letter to Lady Cambrey, one of gratitude for their stay and apology for her abrupt departure, hoping against hope John’s mother would forgive her.

Somehow, fortune smiled upon her. Half an hour later, she made it down the stairs and out the front door to the awaiting carriage packed with their trunks, without seeing anyone except staff.

And then, it seemed, her luck ran out.

“Miss Blackwood!”

Grayson O’Connor was hot on her heels like a dog at the hunt.

Nodding to Eleanor to climb aboard and settle in with the many baskets of food and drink Mrs. Mackle had packed for them, Maggie turned to face him.

He hesitated as if unsure what to say or merely reluctant to speak. At last, he said, “You’re giving up on him?”

A flash of anger raced through her. “How unfair of you! You said it was my choice to confront him, to learn the truth. You also said he might not be able to relinquish laudanum while still in the cast. You may be correct, but I am not staying to watch what it’s doing to him.”

“I didn’t think you would leave like this.”

She wondered what he already knew. “We exchanged unpleasant words.”

“You know he loves you,” Grayson insisted. “Anything he said was not really from him.”

“Of course not! It was opium talking. That’s the problem, isn’t it? You, his mother, everyone allows him to behave uncivilly because of his injuries and the influence of that cursed drug. What’s more, I am expected to remain devotedly by his side and let opium be his excuse for every bad behavior? I think not.”

Pausing, she stopped herself from apologizing in the face of this man’s apparent disapproval.

“You said I hold the key. But you forgot to take John into account. He said he no longer wishes to take me for his wife.”

Grayson’s face expressed his shock. “Did he?”

“Yes, or words to that effect. So, you see, I have no choice but to leave. I am not giving up on him, not on my John Angsley, but …” She gestured toward the house. “The addict he has become is not the man I want to marry.”

She let him help her into the carriage and close the door.

At the last moment, Maggie leaned out the open window.

“Please, Grayson, take care of him.”

He raised a hand in farewell as the carriage rolled away.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Cam couldn’t believe she’d left. Just like that!

He’d been absolutely, positively correct in his first impression of her as she was an immature, fickle miss. And stupidly, he’d given her his heart. And then he’d even offered her his hand!

Fool, dunce, dullard! He deserved every ounce of misery he was now experiencing. Every bloody ounce!

Gray returned from the front drive.

“She’s gone,” he intoned.

“Naturally,” was all Cam said. Margaret had said she would go, and she had. Except she’d also said she loved him and would marry him.

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the laudanum. It was a new bottle as of last night.

Gray eyed him, eyebrows raised, as he unstopped it. Feeling defiant, daring his estate manager to say a word, Cam took a small sip.

Suddenly, a commotion in the front hall snagged his attention. As Gray had left the door open, they could hear someone had arrived.

With his heart instantly pounding, Cam dared to hope Margaret had returned. He would crawl out of the pushchair and throw himself at her feet to beg her forgiveness and declare his undying love.

Cyril entered.

“Dr. Brewster has arrived, my lord.”

“The doctor? Whatever for?” He looked at Gray. “Is it possible he’s here to remove my cast?”

Gray shrugged.

“Show him in, by all means,” Cam ordered.

A moment later, the doctor strode through the door and made his greeting.

“To what do I owe this visit?” Cam asked. If Brewster removed his cast, perhaps he could manage to get on a horse and ride after Margaret.

The doctor looked around expectantly, for what or whom, Cam couldn’t guess.

“I’m not entirely sure, my lord. By any chance, is your fiancée available to speak with me?”

Stunned at the timing, Cam could only shake his head.

“You do have one, don’t you?” the doctor persisted.

What an odd question, particularly at that moment. Cam looked at Gray who shrugged again. It was becoming a nasty habit, and he’d have to mention it to his friend in private. In any case, he knew the correct answer.

“No, I don’t believe I do.”

The doctor was clearly flummoxed. “Then who summoned me? One of your servants came to my practice and said your betrothed wished to meet with me. Unfortunately, that day, I was called away nearly the same hour and have been treating a terrible case of—”

“Please,” Cam held up his hand. “You needn’t go into details.

“What his lordship means,” Gray said, and Cam heard the sardonic tinge, “is he had a fiancée, as recently as an hour ago. Sadly, though, he has lost her. If I may be rather forward, I believe I know what she wished to discuss with you, and I think it’s best if you do so with the earl, himself. What say you, my lord?”

Cam didn’t appreciate Gray taking over, nor the tone of mockery, nor did he wish to have any conversation with the doctor now he realized the topic.

“No is what I say.”

Dr. Brewster looked from one man to the other.

“Then I am not needed here?”

“No,” Cam repeated.

“Not if you think there aren’t any ill effects from copious and continuous use of opium,” Gray said.

The doctor wrinkled his brow. “It is an extremely safe drug.”

“Ah ha!” Cam couldn’t resist a small triumphant crowing.

“Nonetheless,” Brewster continued, “I cannot recommend one taking it, as you said, in copious amounts or on a continuous basis.”

“Ah ha!” Gray exalted.

Dr. Brewster looked back and forth between the men.

Gray pressed the issue. “Why wouldn’t you recommend it, Doctor?”

“Because it is highly addictive, which is why it is best used to treat an acute pain. Something that is not ongoing, if you take my meaning. If one has a headache, even a migraine, I tell my patients by all means have a little laudanum. However, if one has a chronic issue, gout, for instance, or insomnia or—”

“Or overall physical aches and pains from healing injuries and too much inactivity,” Gray interrupted, staring at Cam.

“Why, yes.” Perhaps realizing precisely what the issue was, Dr. Brewster set his leather bag down and approached Cam in his pushchair. Crouching before him, the man stared him right in the eye.

“My lord, you must be very careful if you’re still taking laudanum this long after the accident. Your body will start to need more and more, and to crave it fiercely. Moreover, the more you take, I tell you, the worse it is for your health. It can severely damage your organs.”

Cam didn’t like the sound of that. He was quite fond of his innards working well.

“I assume a strapping man such as yourself wants to live a long, full life. The sooner you stop taking opium, the better. Mark me, though, it won’t be easy. It will take a number of days for the last traces of the drug to leave your body, and a few more for your mind to stop craving it.”

Then he flashed what Cam imagined passed for an encouraging smile.

“In comparison to the many years ahead of you,” Brewster added, “especially if you find your lost fiancée or get yourself a new one, then the suffering of withdrawal is really only the blink of an eye.”

A new one? He didn’t want a new one. He wanted Margaret, who had been right all along. He’d been fooling himself, or the opium had.

Standing, Dr. Brewster retrieved his bag. “Is there anything else, gentlemen?”

Cam was lost in thought over the words he had exchanged with Margaret and the terrible task ahead of him. He didn’t mind when Gray answered for them both.

“His lordship would be ever so pleased if you removed his cast today.”

Dr. Brewster shook his head. “That’s weeks away. I’ve told you that,” he said, staring hard at Cam. “If I took it off now, you might be crippled for life, and if the bones shifted …” he trailed off, shaking his head again.

Cam couldn’t help shuddering at the thought. “Then I suppose that is all, Doctor. Thank you for coming.”

Heading for the door, Dr. Brewster turned before he left.

“I recommend you don’t try to stop the opium all at once. It could be agony. Best if you wean like a baby from the teat whose ready for solid food. If you take it twice a day, then only have it once. If you have a large sip, then make it a small one. You understand me well, yes?”

“Yes,” Cam said. He understood all too well.

The doctor bowed to the earl. “Good day, gentlemen.”

When the echo of the doctor’s footsteps had faded, Cam still stared at Gray.

“I’m frightened, old chap.”

Gray nodded. “With good reason.”

“When I lied and told Margaret I had stopped, I also said how hard it was. She said she would be with me.”

“You have me,” Gray said. “It’s probably best if she doesn’t see what it does to you.”

Cam chuckled. “Frankly, I would rather not see what it does to me.”

Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew the dark glass bottle. With a quick flick of his wrist, he tossed it to Gray, who snatched it out of the air.

“Best start now, I suppose.”

Gray nodded. “Mind what the doctor told you. We should ease you off of it.”

Cam considered. Wouldn’t it take longer? He wanted to be free of opium and its effects as soon as he could, especially if he was going to try to get Margaret back.

“You cannot leave laudanum in a place where I can get it, nor where any of my servants have access. I will order them to get it for me. What’s more, I’ll threaten to remove them from their positions if they don’t. Most likely, I will threaten you, too, but you are the only one who can stand up to me. Certainly, poor Peter cannot.”

His expression serious, Gray agreed.

Cam didn’t like to think of the days and nights ahead of him.

“I will do nothing about Margaret until I’m myself again.”

“Perhaps a letter telling her your course of action?”

Cam shook his head. “She won’t believe me. I wouldn’t believe me. Besides, I want to walk up to the lady I love with a gorgeous ring in my hand and ask her to marry me again. Properly this time.”

“Understandable.”

Cam smiled. “I like how you are often a man of few words. I’m going outside to enjoy the weather. Unseasonably sunny and warm, don’t you think?”

“It is.”

“And tonight,” Cam continued, as he started to roll himself out of the room, “I plan to drink heavily, so make sure we have my favorite brandy at hand.”

“We do.”

“As well as madeira,” he added, picking up speed as he traversed the long hall to the back of the house.

“Yes.”

“And sherry.”

“Of course.”

“Port, too.”

“I’ll make certain of it,” Gray told him.

Cam wheeled out onto the veranda.

“And whiskey. Better make sure we have plenty of whiskey.”

Finally, Gray laughed. “I don’t think you’re going to miss the opium at all.”
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Nearly two months later, Maggie stepped out of her brother-in-law’s carriage followed by her mother and younger sister. From the carriage ahead of them, Simon was assisting Jenny, who carried baby Lionel. The entire family—the Deveres and the Blackwoods—were taking up residence in Lord Lindsey’s townhouse as Parliament came into an early session.

As they approached the front door, Maggie couldn’t help but think of John on these very steps finding out she’d left London, and then moments later, being in the accident that changed his life. And hers.

“You’re blocking the entrance,” Eleanor said churlishly, before stepping around her. They were all a little out of sorts after a particularly long trip, made longer by Simon and Jenny’s carriage breaking a wheel the day before.

“It is lovely to be back on solid ground,” her mother said, also going around her.

Maggie followed them inside before she obstructed anyone else.

Everything looked the same, of course. But nothing felt the same.

Making her way up the stairs to the room she knew would be hers, her feet felt as if they were trudging through mud. The last time she’d been in London, it held the promise of the Season and the excitement of gentlemen callers. There was the extraordinary experience of John’s first kiss and then the silly misunderstanding resulting in what she had thought was heartache at the pavilion.

Until she’d experienced the real thing.

Until she’d left behind the man she loved, not knowing if he would survive or perish.

Simon had written to his good friend as soon as Maggie and Eleanor had returned to Belton Manor. Distraught, Maggie had expressed her worry over John’s laudanum intake and told Simon of his thin, hollow-eyed appearance when she’d first arrived at Turvey, and of his conduct before she’d left.

Of course, she kept all mention of their evening trysts to herself, though the exciting memories haunted her when she was alone.

At first, Simon received no reply to his missive, and then, a few weeks afterward, a letter arrived addressed only to him. Maggie had paced outside the library while he read it. Then, he’d invited her in, her heart pounding.

With an odd look upon his face, Simon offered her a seat.

“Cam says he is grateful you summoned the doctor.”

Her mouth had dropped open, as she’d forgotten entirely about having asked Dr. Brewster to meet with her. What’s more, it was hardly what she expected to hear from her former beloved.

“Is that all?” Naturally, given how she loved John even then, Maggie assumed he would have something more personal to tell her. Did he not feel longing or regret?

“He apologizes for his behavior while you were residing at Turvey House, and he says his mother misses you greatly.”

Frowning, staring down at her hands, she shook them briefly to stop from clasping her fingers tightly. His mother missed her!

What could she say? It was humiliating.

“He wrote very briefly, as you can see.” Simon held up a single sheet. Indeed, there were only a few lines on it.

“I’m sorry,” he added. “He does say he hopes he will see you when next we are all in London.”

At her questioning look, he explained, “I told him we would all be going to Town when the summer heat has dissipated.”

“I understand.” John knew they were going to London, and he planned to go as well, most likely as soon as his cast was off. He hoped to run into her. It sounded vague, not like a man who was desperate to win back his beloved.

“Thank you.” Turning, she knew she had better flee before either her sadness or her ire got the better of her, the latter being used to shore herself up against the former.

“Maggie,” Simon began, but she held her hand up. If her brother-in-law offered her pity and became too gentle with her, then she would definitely shatter.

In a moment, she’d slipped out of the library.

Now, she was back in London with the threat of running into a man who’d told her he didn’t really want to marry her after all. He considered her a nag, a scold. Like the proverbial fishwife or Shakespeare’s shrew, Katherina.

Maybe John had turned her into one. Wasn’t she too young to have such weighty concerns of a grown man’s vices draped around her shoulders?

Considering her situation, Maggie took a deep breath and released it, then began to change out of her traveling garb. She was once more in Town, an unattached woman with her whole future ahead of her. As long as she didn’t remain unattached too long. In which case, she might live with her mother and then eventually with her sister.

Shaking her head at the notion of not having her own husband, home, or children, she decided to jump back into the social events, whatever they were at this time of year.

The first thing to do was write a brief note to her good friend Ada asking if she could visit her in the morning. When she did, she would discover if Ada had any upcoming society plans in which Maggie could join.

She might still be in love and nursing a broken heart, but she’d be damned if she’d put herself off the marriage market and miss out on a lifetime of experiences.

Rushing downstairs, she gave her note to Simon’s faithful butler, Mr. Binkley, who had come a few days earlier to make everything ready for their arrival.

Within days, Maggie was dressing for a Thursday evening soiree at the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures, and Commerce to be held in their Elizabeth Rooms. Ada’s father was a member and friend of the esteemed inventor, Henry Cole. Why, the man had even invented greeting cards. Such a clever idea and so much fun!

Rather thrilled to begin her new London life at such an event, Maggie dressed with care and didn’t neglect to have a pleasant smile upon her face when Ada and her parents picked her up.

There was a line of polished carriages pulled by well-groomed horses waiting outside the event. From inside the vehicles came elegantly dressed members of the RSA and their guests, all clamoring to enter the Adam brothers-designed building. Eventually, Maggie and her companions handed their tickets to a smartly dressed employee of the society. Entering, she surveyed the scene of twinkling lights, fruity punch in fluted glasses on trays, and an absolute crush of people.

Why did she instantly feel alone?

“If you don’t wipe the sour expression from your lovely face, then we shall be avoided like plague carriers.”

Nodding at Ada who was probably correct in her assessment, Maggie fixed her smile, batted her eyelashes for good measure, and took her friend by the arm.

“Let us go forth and conquer.”

And conquer they did. They danced every dance they wanted to, sat out those they didn’t, had no unacceptable partners, and proclaimed the food to be delicious. It seemed the musicians never hit a wrong note. What’s more, Ada’s family didn’t drop her home until two in the morning.

Still, Maggie found it difficult to be enthusiastic as she reported the evening’s highlights to Jenny the following day when she finally arose from her comfy bed by mid-morning.

“What was the best part of the whole night?” Jenny asked, trying to coax some tidbits from her sister.

Maggie wanted to say taking off her dancing slippers and going to sleep. Instead, she said, “I suppose it was the dancing.”

“Did you have any partners whom you particularly liked?”

Shrugging, she considered. “I didn’t know anyone and didn’t dance with the same man twice. It wasn’t the same group as I knew during last Season.”

Maggie had hoped to see a familiar face, Lord Westing or Lord Burnley, perchance. However, the RSA was an exclusive group, certainly not the usual crowd of debutantes and wife-seeking bachelors she was used to. What’s more, she’d found pretending to be interested in each new man a dreary effort.

Starting over it seemed was going to be tedious.

“What are your plans for this evening?” Jenny asked.

“A ball somewhere. I’ve forgotten where,” Ada said.

“Not a public one?” Her sister sat back, looking alarmed.

“No, of course not. Mummy would have a fit if I went from being an earl’s betrothed to attending a public dance.”

“It’s a good thing only our family knew of the engagement.”

“Why?” Maggie asked, spearing a thick piece of bacon and considering whether it looked too fatty to bother eating.

“If Cam had posted the banns early and then you suddenly showed up in London sans fiancé, there would have been no end of speculation. The whispers would be heard from Tower Bridge to Regent’s Park. I remember how dreadful it was as a married woman coming to Town without my husband.” Jenny shuddered slightly.

“I suppose people would want to know who called it off and why.”

“Precisely. It is no one’s business but yours and John’s.”

Jenny had a sad sigh to her voice.

“Stop it, please,” Maggie ordered. “There’s no reason to lament. We rushed into an engagement without knowing each other’s foibles sufficiently. I based our relationship on the silly romantic reason of how I felt when he kissed me.”

Jenny shook her head. “Mags, don’t you dare sound so practical. If you ever base a relationship on anything other than that feeling, then you’re a fool.”

Maggie couldn’t help but smile wryly. “Then I suppose I had best get to kissing a few more bachelors until I discover the feeling again.”

Her older sister chuckled, though Maggie knew Jenny and Simon were remaining firmly behind the hope she and John would still make a good match.

That night, she wore one of her favorite gowns in a becoming shade of lilac, trimmed with cream ribbon and lace. Looking like a true debutante, she was confident no one could guess she’d spent more than one night feeling a man’s intimate touch while lying naked in his bed.

Thank God she hadn’t lost her virginity. Truthfully, she ought to thank John for not taking it, since she would have given it to him willingly. Then she would be utterly ruined for good society and unable to hold her head up when introduced to a prospective suitor. No man should be deceived into thinking he was getting an innocent bride if he wasn’t. At least, Maggie would be able to offer her innocence to whomever became her husband.

A tap on her arm and she turned to see Lord Westing.

“There you are, Miss Blackwood, every inch of you the belle of the ball.”

Foolishly, she wanted to hug him for looking the same and behaving the same as if the past few months had never happened.

“Thank you. It is good to see you, too.”

“I hear congratulations are in order.”

Her heart skipped a beat. Dear God!

“You hear?” she repeated, feeling the blood rush from her head.

“Margaret? Are you all right? You look pale. I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn.”

She had to know the extent of the damage.

“What have you heard?”

“That you and the Earl of Cambrey are blissfully engaged. However, by the look on your face, I would say I’m off the mark.”

“Not so much off the mark as late to the start. We were engaged. Briefly. It is over now.”

He winced. “I thought … that is, I am sorry.” And the marquess did look sorry for ever having mentioned it.

“From whom did you hear of it?” She glanced around as if expecting to see all of the ton staring back at her. “Does everyone know?”

“I don’t believe many people know. Yet. And I thought I was being clever, perhaps even the first to congratulate you. I heard it from my mother, who is friends with Lady Chatley. They returned only recently.”

The Chatleys were back in London! Jane’s mother was in all likelihood decrying the loss of the eligible earl, snatched out from under her daughter’s nose by a veritable nobody. What’s more, now Maggie was a nobody who had broken it off. Except no one knew that.

“I must stop Lady Chatley from telling anyone else. Do you think it’s possible?”

He looked as doubtful as she felt about containing such juicy gossip.

“I will tell my mother Lady Chatley was in error and ask her to speak with the woman.”

Maggie bit her lower lip. How bad could it get? she wondered. Jenny seemed to think it would make for an awkward time.

“Forget about it for now.” Christopher gave her an encouraging smile. “You are a single, beautiful lady at a ball. Is your card full?”

She held up her empty wrist. “No cards this evening, my lord. Rather a free for all, and I, for one, welcome the change.” Or she had, until he’d put a damper on her spirits.

Apparently, though, he was not going to let her wallow.

“A free for all, is it? Then let us get in on the fun and dance, shall we?”

What else could she do? She certainly couldn’t stop tongues wagging. Even then, Lady Emily Chatley might be having a glass of sherry somewhere and discussing her stay at Turvey House. Or Christopher’s mother might be entertaining a dining room full of guests and sharing the Earl of Cambrey’s new status as an engaged man.

Gritting her teeth, Maggie decided to do what her friend said, join the fun and dance. What did it matter if she danced too many times with Christopher or with Lord Burnley or even the pointy-nosed Lord Whitely?

However, she didn’t want to kiss any of them. In her heart, she would trade every dance for merely one of John Angsley’s heated looks or an enticing lift of his scarred eyebrow. She’d trade an entire social Season for the feel of his lips brushing hers.

Instead of being content with how everything was the same in London, Maggie felt positively hollow. She’d thought she felt lonely at the Royal Society event because she hadn’t known anyone. But somehow, being with people she knew, and knowing John was not among them, was even worse. Another Season like this, at the same events with the same gentlemen when she’d already made her choice—what made her believe she would prickle with desire over any of them?

Eventually, she would have to settle for the warm, friendly feeling she had with a man like Christopher. Not the worst thing in the world. Having experienced the sizzle of desire, though, she knew she would keenly miss the exciting flutter of butterflies in her stomach every time she was kissed.

“You are sighing,” said another partner whose name she’d forgotten. “Do you wish to stop dancing?”

And be known as the girl who walked off the floor in the middle of a polka? An unpredictable, unreliable partner? Never! Flicking her glossy curls over her shoulder, she flashed him her best smile.

“Positively not, my lord. I was sighing with happiness.”

Not the first lie she had told at a ball, nor likely to be the last.

Toward the end of the evening, sometime after midnight, Maggie saw an unfamiliar face. What’s more, the face was staring directly at her. A man about her own age, his fashion perfectly à la mode, stood a few yards away, sipping champagne.

If she’d had any doubt he was watching her, it vanished when he nodded in acknowledgment. However, he didn’t come closer or try to engage in conversation for the rest of the night.

In fact, Maggie would have forgotten about the incident altogether if she hadn’t seen him again a few nights later at another dance.

As she twirled in the capable arms of Lord Burnley, who had never again mentioned their kiss or seemed interested in repeating it, she again saw the stranger, standing on the edge of the dance floor, a grim expression upon his face.

And most assuredly, he was looking at her!
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Chapter Twenty-Six


When the dance was over, Maggie waited with Ada for refreshments. At the same time, she scanned their corner of the ballroom.

There he was. Quite noticeably, he stood apart, neither dancing nor seeming to know anyone.

“Who is that man?” she asked Lord Burnley when he returned with their glasses of lemonade.

Studying the stranger a moment, Burnley shrugged.

“No idea. I’m sure I’ve never seen him before.”

Then he smiled at her. “Are you interested, Miss Blackwood? Even if I don’t know him, I can still make an introduction.”

Lord Burnley was an affable fellow, who changed his mind weekly about which lady currently had captured his heart. Since he admitted openly to needing one with a vast fortune, Maggie was safe to count him among her platonic acquaintances.

“No,” she told him with no uncertainty. “I am not interested. At least, not in that way. Simply curious, I suppose. Aren’t you?”

Burnley laughed and signaled for Westing to come over.

“Miss Blackwood, Miss Ellis, and I are wondering who the newcomer might be. Any ideas, Christopher?”

Westing glanced toward the man. “The son of a baron, I hear. First time in society. Keeping to himself. Perhaps he’s trying to be a man of mystery to capture the ladies’ attention. Apparently, it’s working,” he finished, looking at Maggie.

“No, it’s not. Not on me, anyway. He merely seems a little rude. Maybe he doesn’t know any better.”

She thought no more of it. Especially when two other people offered her congratulations on her engagement to the Earl of Cambrey, and she didn’t gainsay them. Glad the gossip was still at a trickle, she simply accepted their felicitations with what she hoped was a smile rather than a grimace.

By the time she and Ada had danced their slippers nearly to shreds hours later and were ready to leave, Maggie was surprised to find the stranger suddenly near her again.

Deciding to grasp the nettle, she was about to wave him over when he approached of his own accord.

“Miss Blackwood,” he greeted her, his accent betraying him as hailing from the north. “You know who I am?” she asked, realizing it was a ridiculous question even as she asked it.

“Obviously.”

He spoke as rudely as he behaved.

“May I know how?” she asked.

An unreadable expression crossed his face, which she would consider handsome if he didn’t look so serious. His was the demeanor for a funeral or an execution. Hardly suitable for a London ball.

“Doesn’t everyone know you?” he asked.

For a moment she thought he was going to add, “as the Earl of Cambrey’s fiancée.” What other notoriety might she have?

“No, I don’t believe they do,” she pressed.

He laughed softly, though she knew it was not from good humor.

“You are mistaken, Miss Blackwood. You are known as the Earl of Lindsey’s stunning sister-in-law, who had, until recently, taken the Season by storm and then faded for a few months from the social scene. Congratulations to your sister and her husband on their child.”

“Thank you.” Maggie thought this the oddest conversation, with him having such intimate knowledge of her family and her knowing nothing about him.

Suddenly, Ada was at her side. “Papa said the carriage is waiting. Are you ready?”

“Yes,” Maggie said, though the evening had become more interesting in the last few minutes. “I would introduce you, however, I don’t know this gentleman’s name.”

Ada glanced at her friend’s tall companion who bowed slightly.

“My name is Philip Carruthers. I won’t keep you ladies from your departure.”

With another bow, he disappeared into the throng.

“A little unusual,” Ada said, standing on tiptoe to peer after him. “Rather dashing, though.”

The next morning as Maggie sipped tea while her mother read the papers, she remembered where she’d heard the name before. At least part of it.

Robert Carruthers was the man in the other carriage, the one who was killed. Maggie was certain of it. Moreover, Grayson had mentioned a twin brother. She shivered. An unlikely coincidence, though it explained the man’s melancholy manner, which she had mistaken for rudeness. What did the brother want with her?

Not one to pussyfoot around, she would ask him at her very next opportunity.
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Cam realized this wasn’t going to be easy, not the standing or the walking. Definitely not the dancing, though he was determined to do all three when he next encountered Margaret.

He had dreamt of her face and could imagine the look upon it when she saw him stride into one of London’s ballrooms, bow to her, and sweep her into a waltz.

He only hoped his weak leg didn’t slide out from under him on the parquet and leave him sprawled at her feet. Though not the worst place in the world. Plus, the view!

No, the worst place for Cam was riding in a carriage from Bedfordshire to Town. They had to stop every few hours to let him walk around. The cramping was terrible. After months of sedentary behavior, now he’d started walking again, his muscles demanded activity. Over the previous weeks, he’d walked every foot of Turvey House, including going up and down the stairs a hundred times a day, and then he’d walked around its grounds, too. He’d progressed to skipping like a child to work his muscles even harder, and then put on the clothes he used to wear for an afternoon at one of London’s pugilist clubs, and he’d run around the acreage, looking more than half a fool.

He didn’t care. He was free to move at last.

Doctor Adams, who’d made the trip to Bedfordshire to remove the cast, had proclaimed his bones to be healed. His leg muscles, of course, had succumbed to mild atrophy, which Cam had worked like the devil to remedy.

Before the cast had come off, Cam spent hours lifting flour sacks while sitting on the veranda, exactly as Margaret had suggested. He’d even prepared for his freedom by exercising his good leg as much as possible.

After weeks of strengthening his limbs, Cam and his mother sped toward London. Thank God he hadn’t wasted time going north to Sheffield seeking Margaret at Belton Manor. After a letter to Simon addressed to the manor had been routed by Lord Lindsey’s staff to Town, Cam had received a reply from his best friend—all the Deveres and the Blackwoods were once again in England’s fair capital.

Cam was ready—and now able—to go down on bended knee to the woman he loved. However, since it was after dinner when they reached London, the proposal would have to wait. Besides, he planned to have a ring this time. He’d had plenty of opportunity to think about it, and he envisioned presenting her with something dazzling enough to match her beauty.

“I don’t know why you can’t give her my mother’s ring,” Lady Cambrey said the next morning when they were on their way to Hatton Garden, where the best jewelers plied their trade.

“Because Grandmother’s ring is ugly,” Cam said. And that was that. He wanted to see Margaret’s face light up with pleasure, not polite acceptance.

An hour later, after strolling the street filled with goldsmiths and diamond merchants, Cam found what he was looking for at Mayer and Sons. In the well-lit store, where everything glittered to the point of nearly giving him a headache, he didn’t go for a snake ring such as Victoria and Albert had made popular. Too trite for his Margaret.

Then he saw it, a cobalt-blue sapphire encircled with tiny pearls and sparkling diamonds. It was magnificent. As they were leaving, he spied a serpentine bracelet with sapphire eyes and purchased it as well, knowing how the ladies of his acquaintance admired this symbol of eternal love. If all went well, he would have many other occasions on which to present it to Margaret.

Pleased with his choice, he simply had to plan the big event, glad he had his mother with whom to discuss ideas. They’d already decided not to rush over to Portman Square and surprise the love of his life. He wanted something grander.

“Do you think she will like my second proposal taking place in public?”

Lady Cambrey smiled. “I think there is not a woman alive who doesn’t wish to have her gentleman declare openly for her and make her the center of attention. Especially tonight at the Duchess of Sutherland’s ball. Everyone will be there. Everyone!”

His mother seemed almost as excited as he felt. Thank goodness she held no grudge against Margaret for breaking the engagement the first time. He wanted the two ladies in his life to get along well.
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Maggie let the maid work on her for hours as soon as the sun went down. For this night was not a humdrum event. This was a ball at Stafford House, the premiere townhouse in London, situated next to St. James Palace. Even Simon and Jenny were deigning to go out in society and leave little Lionel at home with Anne Blackwood. For the first time, she would see the grand, bifurcated staircase and the three-story ceiling in the foyer, the magnificent Corinthian columns, and more marble than she might ever see again.

Moreover, the queen, who was special friends with the Duchess of Sutherland, might make an appearance. Everyone loved to see Victoria, and any ball she attended became instantly successful and, of course, utterly majestic.

Maggie wore a blue gown, all satin and lace and seed pearls, thanking the heavens for having a wealthy brother-in-law, allowing her to own such a creation. More pearls and a single blue feather adorned her hair, which was up in a braided, swirling bun, with enough ringlets to soften her appearance.

“I am escorting two exquisite jewels,” Simon announced as they entered the Sutherland mansion and looked up to the grand, double staircase that funneled the multitude upward both to the left and to the right. “An emerald and a sapphire.”

Jenny, dressed in a rich shade of green, responded by smacking his shoulder with her fan. “We are not objects for men to admire.”

“Speak for yourself, dear sister,” Maggie said. “You are a countess while I am in danger of being shelved. If men wish to admire me and call me a jewel, they are welcome to do so.”

Along with Jenny, she dispensed with her cloak and street shoes. Adorned in her satin dancing slippers, she was ready to enjoy the evening.

Climbing the enormous staircase to the second-floor ballroom, Maggie wondered how she would ever find her friend in the mass of hundreds. Grabbing a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, she gave up skirting the throng and dove into the middle.

Familiar friendly faces, acquaintances, and strangers, all blended. At one end of the cavernous ballroom, musicians were already playing, and Maggie knew there was a clear space for dancing, if she could only reach it. Also, somewhere, there would be a dais where the Duchess of Sutherland and her handsome husband, Duke George as his wife called him, would be in all their finery.

It was also where Queen Victoria would sit when she arrived, with or without Prince Albert. One never knew if the prince consort would make an appearance, but it didn’t matter. People wanted to see their queen.

An hour later, Maggie was breathless, having danced three dances with strangers, and still no sign of—

“Ada,” she called out as her blonde friend appeared for a moment and then disappeared again between two couples.

“Drat!” Maggie exclaimed and set off after her at an unladylike trot. However, as she pushed between the wall of well-dressed partygoers and scanned the people before her, she sighed. Where had Ada got to?

“Miss Blackwood,” said a voice at her elbow.

It was him. In all of these people, Philip Carruthers was beside her.

“What a coincidence!” she intoned.

“Hardly that.” His expression was a little less severe this evening. Once again, he was dressed impeccably.

Yes, she noted, he was a dashing man, exactly as Ada had remarked.

Taking her hand, he bent over it as any gentleman would, but then he brushed his lips over her gloved knuckles, and she could feel his warm breath through the satin.

Staring, Maggie slowly drew her hand back.

“How so, not a coincidence? I’ve been searching for my friend for ages and have not yet managed to find her. In fact, I was on her trail when you appeared.”

“I did not intend to spend the evening looking for you. I waited by the front door until you arrived and have kept my eyes on you ever since.”

“Oh.” How expedient of him. Jenny would approve of such a practical method. Absolutely more effective than what she had accomplished.

“Why have you been keeping watch over me?”

“Besides the obvious reason of you being the most beautiful lady here?”

“I don’t take kindly to empty flattery, sir.” Maggie tried to sound stern. Then she gave him her practiced smile, adding a dash of coyness. “Indisputably, there is at least one here who might best me.”

To her amazement, she managed to wipe away his stern countenance. He laughed, and when he did, he looked a different man altogether. In that instant, he reminded her of John.

John! Was he even then languishing in Bedfordshire? Would he still think her a terrible nag if he could see her dancing and chatting with … oh dear, the brother of the dead man! She must focus, despite the champagne, the glowing lights, and everyone’s contagious gaiety.

“Are you titled? I’m sorry, but I don’t know how to address you.”

Rather than telling her his status, he said, “You may call me Philip.”

“Fine, but you may not call me Margaret.”

“Understood. I suppose you are curious as to why I keep popping up.”

She must be frank with him. “I know who you are.”

Instead of appearing surprised, he simply nodded, though she noticed his jaw had clenched.

“And yes, I am curious,” Maggie admitted. “What can you possibly want from me?”

Snagging two glasses off a passing tray, he handed one to her, tapped the rim with his own, and drank down the champagne in two gulps. Then he looked at her, a slight frown on his face.

“Honestly?”

Sipping from her own glass, she looked him directly in the eyes, startled to realize they were practically black. “Of course.”

“You know who I am, meaning you know who my brother was. Correct?”

“Yes.”

“After Robert died so carelessly, and out of character for him, if I may say, I wanted to find out everything about the accident. It wasn’t hard to learn what happened to the Earl of Cambrey. I thought to write to him, I suppose to apologize, but words failed me. Besides, I found I couldn’t apologize when my brother lost his life.”

“I know Lord Cambrey was most unhappy to learn of your family’s dreadful loss. Moreover, I don’t believe he expected an apology. His injuries are temporary, after all.”

Or at least some were. For all she knew, John was even then taking more opium, suffering from a painful stomach and worse maladies because of it.

“Be that as it may,” Philip said, “I considered whether to approach you when I realized who you are—”

“Who am I? To you, I mean?” For he couldn’t know of her love for John or their brief engagement.

“By chance, I discovered your family and his family were very close through the Lindsey side. I saw you arrive with the Earl and Countess of Lindsey, and I know he is Lord Cambrey’s closest friend. However, you left London at the time of the accident.”

“Quite by chance,” Maggie told him, thinking of the long and hurried carriage ride to reach Jenny before the baby was born. “I still don’t understand what you want from me.”

“As it turns out,” he began, then paused. His dark eyes took her in from the blue feather in her coiffure down to the hem of her dress, then back to her face, piercing her with his gaze.

“As it turns out, Miss Blackwood, I want nothing from you. I was in a bad state at first. Robert was not only my brother, he was my twin. You have siblings and undeniably understand the bond. But he and I were even closer. His death was like losing my arm, or some would say, more like half my brain.”

“My condolences again.” She wouldn’t mention his brother was ostensibly driving like a madman.

He nodded, but it was a dismissive gesture. Undoubtedly, her sympathetic words could mean nothing to him, nor touch the pain he felt.

“I wondered for a while whether some reparation was due.”

She puzzled at his words. “You mean toward Lord Cambrey for his injuries?”

“No. Toward me and my family for our loss. As I said, I was in a bad state.” He leaned closer, until she could see her own reflection in his obsidian eyes. “I meant vengeance, Miss Blackwood, for the irrational rage I felt toward the earl.”

She raised her eyebrows in alarm. “Oh!”

Then it dawned on her. “You sought your revenge through me?”

“An eye for an eye, or in this case, for the pain of losing someone.”

Her hand fluttered toward her throat, and looking around, she made sure she was still surrounded by hundreds who could help her.

“You thought to kill me?” Was he insane?

His own brows rose. “Dear God, no! My ill-conceived plan was to ruin you after having learned you and the earl had a special friendship.”

Is that what people had concluded? That she and John had a close friendship, such as the one he had with Jane Chatley?

“How monstrous!” she proclaimed. “Lord Cambrey has suffered enough, I can assure you.”

“Understood. Besides, I didn’t really have the heart for it,” Philip admitted. “Even less so after meeting you the other night.”

Falling silent, he too glanced around at their impressive surroundings.

“Despite mourning still, I find I would prefer to dance with you than ruin you. Flattery or not, you are truly a beautiful woman, and we are at what might prove to be the event of the Season.”

Maggie’s head was spinning. He’d had nefarious plans for her, yet confessed them. Now he merely wanted to dance. Could she believe him?

Would a dance with him be any more satisfying than any of the others she’d had since returning to London? The only partner she desired on or off the dance floor was John, and his were the only hands she wanted touching her.

John was miles and days away, though, and she was here with a man who was hurting.

“All right, let us dance.” And Maggie allowed the tall, dark-eyed stranger to lead her onto the polished floor.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


Cam had spent an hour searching when he finally found Simon and Jenny. Both ahead of him and in his wake, the buzz of his return was on everyone’s lips. As people parted before him and he reached the Devere’s table at last, his best friend’s eyes bulged from his head.

Simon rose to his feet, and Jenny smiled with delight.

However, dear as these two people were to him, they were not the one he had come there to see.

“Where is Margaret?” Cam asked without preamble.

“Good evening to you, too.” Simon, recovering from his surprise, wore a boyish grin on his face and draped an arm around his lovely wife. Jenny also stared at him as if he had appeared out of the ether.

Cam sighed. “Sorry. Good evening,” he returned to Simon, then to Jenny, he said, “You are a vision in green, a veritable goddess.”

“Sit,” Simon invited him.

Cam shook his head. “I’ve been here for ages and—”

“Good to see you, ol’ boy,” came a voice from behind, right before he felt the now-familiar, hard slap on his back. “So, you’re all mended, are you?”

Turning, he greeted yet another acquaintance, this time a fellow member of Parliament.

“Yes, thank you, David. Much better.”

Satisfied, the man walked away.

“And that keeps happening. I swear, I’ve been struck more tonight than ever in my life.”

“Lord Anguish! You’re alive,” exclaimed another well-wisher before he, too, slapped his shoulder with hearty cheer before disappearing into the crowd.

“What did he call you?” Simon asked, his eyes dancing with merriment.

“Never mind. Where is she?”

It was Jenny who spoke. “She is dancing, as far as we know. We haven’t seen her in ages.”

Sighing, Cam surveyed the crush of people once again. “I may never find her. What a ridiculous place for a ball!”

Simon laughed. “Most would disagree. You’re grumpy for a man who looks to be completely healed.”

Cam shrugged. “If you see Margaret before I do, tell her I’ll come back to your table each half hour. That way, I’m sure to run into her eventually.”

“She’s clad in blue,” Jenny called after him as he dove back into the crowd.

Blue! Of course, her favorite color, and his when it was on her. However, the information barely helped, since it was apparently a popular color with the ton this year.

And then the murmuring which had followed him all night became a distinctly louder chatter, and he knew it was not his appearance anymore spurring it, but someone far more important.

“The queen, the queen,” he heard from every quarter. Victoria had arrived.

Would Margaret head toward the dais he’d already seen twice on his hunt for the woman he loved? There, the regal Duchess of Sutherland was holding her own small court.

Letting the surge push him forward, he got as close to the dais as he could, near enough to see their diminutive queen with her brown hair piled on her head and her round cheeks slightly rouged for the occasion.

“God protect her,” he whispered under his breath, and then began his search once more in earnest.
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Maggie hadn’t laughed so much in months. Despite Philip being in mourning, he managed a steady stream of witty remarks, which, as if he were a skilled bowman, hit their targets perfectly. Whether he spoke regarding an older lady with a startling amount of face powder—”She ought to apply to the plasterer’s guild”—or a dandified gentleman with an hourglass figure—”He’s got the tightest corset at Stafford House tonight”—Philip had a cutting quip.

Suddenly, the babbling of conversation swelled until she could hardly hear her witty dance partner. From his higher vantage point, Philip scanned the room. Then leaning down, his mouth close to her ear, he told her the reason.

“The queen has arrived.”

Maggie’s heart thumped. “Do you think there’s any way to see her? I know it sounds terribly plebian of me, but I don’t remember a thing about meeting her when presented at the palace during my first Season. I think I had my eyes closed. I swear, I was shaking so badly, I could hardly walk, and I believe I slobbered over her hand.”

Her words brought a slight smile to her companion’s otherwise austere face.

“We can head in that direction if you wish.”

To Maggie’s delight, she did see Victoria in all her regality, complete with a glittering tiara and a royal blue sash over her dove-grey silk gown. It was enough simply to catch a glimpse of Her Majesty looking happy, standing on the dais beside the pretty duchess.

“Are you content?” Philip asked.

Maggie grinned and took his arm as they stepped aside, making way for others who were eagerly pushing forward to see the queen.

“I am. Do you think she noticed me when I curtsied?”

“If you drooled upon her hand once, in all likelihood, she remembered you. In truth, I think she said to the duchess, ‘We are happy to see young Miss Blackwood with the overly active spittle.’”

Maggie dissolved in laughter, then saw an expression cross Philip’s face that made her insides tighten.

She wasn’t ready to begin again. Was she? Her heart was still full of John and aching for him. But Jenny had reminded her not to settle for less than a man who made her tingle with a special sensation. And it all started with a kiss.

As if she’d conjured her sister with her thoughts, Maggie suddenly saw Simon and Jenny mere yards away. Unfortunately, with the crowd surging between them, they were impossible to reach.

“Jenny,” she called, and was rewarded when her sister turned. With an excited look, Jenny grabbed Simon’s arm before waving and gesturing at Maggie.

“There’s my sister,” she told Philip, whose arm she still held. Looking again, she realized Jenny appeared to be mouthing some words.

“Whatever is she trying to tell me?”

Philip peered in the same direction. “It looks to me as if she said someone is here.”

“Oh,” Maggie said. “Of course, the queen. They must be going to see her.”

“Shall I escort you back to your table?” He hesitated, catching her gaze with his. “Or perhaps you’d care to leave this crush a moment and take a stroll in the gallery.”

She pondered a moment. This was most certainly not her first ball. A stroll meant one thing, as far as she had experienced. Back to the safety of the Devere table or … a stroll?

“It will take my sister and brother-in-law a good half hour to see the queen and get back to our table.” She blinked up into the face of this stranger. “Yes, let’s go see the gallery.”

Turning back, she waved again to her sister and then let Philip lead her to the closest door.

As soon as she set foot upon the thick, red-carpet runner, which stretched endlessly along the main upper hall of Stafford House, Maggie knew she was doing the wrong thing.

This man was grieving, as was she, though for different reasons. What good could come of this? For all she knew, he had confessed his plan to ruin her so she would drop her guard. She might be playing into his wicked plans at that very moment.

Sighing, her step didn’t falter. When had knowing the right path ever stopped her from taking the wrong one? Wasn’t she supposed to find sizzle with another man? Or should she pine for John the rest of her life?

As expected, they walked only as far as an arched and shadowy alcove with columns standing on either side as sentinels. Philip stopped and turned to face her.

Taking both her hands, he backed her nearly into the vase perched on a pedestal, the only object in the deeply recessed nook. As he did, she felt the porcelain wobble and tap her back before it settled back into place.

Gracious! Any vase on display and owned by the Duke and Duchess of Sutherland must be worth more than her family’s entire cottage in Sheffield.

“Take care,” she murmured as her new acquaintance stepped closer.

His actions, both predictable and expected, didn’t cause her even a tremor of fear. Rather, she worried at her own blasé acceptance of what would occur. Philip would kiss her, and she would feel nothing more than mild curiosity.

“You just sighed,” he told her.

“My apologies. Proceed.” Maggie closed her eyes and tilted her head.

She waited. Nothing. Peering through one raised lid, she saw his surprised expression.

“Well?” she demanded.

Releasing her hands, he ran one of his own through his hair, messing it up terribly, and then raised the other to the wall to lean upon it.

“You definitely make it tough on a man.”

“Whatever can you mean? I’m making it easy.”

“Too easy. You seem about as interested as if I were about to shine your shoes.”

Smiling, she reminded him her satin slippers needed no polish.

Suddenly, they heard voices and footsteps. A small group of partygoers had left the ballroom and were traversing the hallway.

How could they hide?

To her surprise, Philip leaned closer, one arm snaking around her to press her against his body and shield her from their sight.

Betraying their high spirits and probably too much champagne, a few passers-by whistled. One said, “Huzzah, huzzah!” And then, they were gone.

Philip looked down into her face, his eyes wide with alarm.

Against all decorum, Maggie giggled. After all, he had threatened the ruin of her reputation. Instead, he had protected it.

“We’re not going to kiss, are we?” Philip asked.

“No, you’re bloody well not,” came a familiar voice.

Impossible. It couldn’t be!

Pushing Philip aside, Maggie faced John Angsley in high dudgeon by the look of his thunderous expression.

“In fact,” John added, his tone like ice, “you won’t even be standing in a minute.”

With one arm, John tried to sweep her out of the way, while he drew his other back, ready to deliver a five-fingered missive to Philip’s face.

Oh dear!

“No, don’t,” Maggie cried, struggling against the strength in her former fiancé’s arm as she tried to get between them.
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With Margaret’s hands wrapped tightly around his left arm and her warm breasts pushed against him as she struggled, Cam could hardly keep his attention on the knave who had tried for an ill-timed tryst. With his woman!

Who was this audacious stranger, standing with legs slightly apart, his arms at his sides, braced and apparently willing to take the blow?

It was the other man’s stance and attitude more than Margaret’s entreaty which caused Cam to hesitate.

“Are you going to defend yourself?” he demanded.

“No,” the blighter responded. “Are you going to harm the woman?”

“What? Of course not! How dare you?”

For that remark, Cam felt the urge to hit him rise up again.

“John, you are here, in London!” Maggie exclaimed. “You’re standing and walking!”

She sounded pleased, but it didn’t take the sting out of catching her with another man.

Particularly when the man chuckled. “I’ve noticed a tendency in Miss Blackwood to state the obvious.”

Cam saw red. Had this smug toad truly spent enough time with his Margaret to offer an opinion on her behavior one way or the other? His hand fisted once more.

“I have never noticed any such inclination. Possibly you are so extremely dull, sir, there is nothing else for her to comment upon except your apparent tediousness.”

Margaret had succeeded in stepping entirely in front of him. Standing extremely close, radiating warmth, her spectacular smile in place despite their situation, her sparkling eyes gazed up at him.

“How did you find me?” Her soft voice threaded through his anger.

“I encountered Simon and Jenny near the queen’s dais, where I thought you might be. Your sister said she’d seen you leave the ballroom with this mutton-headed blackguard.”

“Rather harsh,” the stranger said.

At last, taking her eyes off him, Margaret turned to the man who still stood too close behind her.

“Perhaps you’d best leave us alone.”

The man’s gaze went from her to Cam and back again. “Don’t you want to introduce me to his lordship?”

Margaret seemed hesitant. That worried Cam. Were they a couple? Was he too late?

“What’s going on?” he ground out, keeping his eyes on her. Her answer might mean his happiness or his abject misery.

Watching her worry her lower lip with her teeth, Cam felt a spike of desire. He had almost forgotten how her nearness affected him, but it was hardly the time. What if this man was her new paramour? What if Cam had incited her passions with all their nighttime encounters, only to have her seek relief at the hands of another?

At last, she shrugged. “John, this is Philip Carruthers. You may remember his brother—”

“His brother died on Oxford Street,” Cam finished for her, all his attention now on the stranger. This unexpected turn evoked the terrible day clearly, particularly the moment when he’d seen the driver’s panicked expression.

Despite the months of agony this man’s twin, Robert, had caused him, Cam felt all the fight instantly drain away. Except … why was he bothering Margaret?

“How do you know each other?” His voice sounded too loud to his own ears.

“We don’t,” Margaret said quickly. “I only met him the other night, and then he, well …” she trailed off and looked over her shoulder again.

“I approached her tonight to tell her who I was. Beyond that, there is nothing between us. I understand you were gravely injured. I offer my apology on behalf of my family.”

Cam swallowed the last vestiges of anger.

“You lost your brother. I am sure it is difficult to tender an apology to me, but I assure you, it is accepted. I am sorry for your loss. Senseless, as it was.”

The man stiffened.

“On that we agree, Lord Cambrey. Utterly senseless.”

Carruthers turned to Margaret. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Blackwood, and I thank you for the dance and for lifting my humor somewhat these past few hours.”

She nodded.

Then he addressed Cam. “I’m glad we met. It makes it easier somehow.”

Then, with nary a backward glance, the man strode away.

“Poor man,” Margaret murmured, drawing Cam’s focus.

“Were you really going to let him kiss you?”

She sighed. “Is it important?”

Was it? Yes. No. He didn’t know.

“How many men have you kissed since we parted?”

“Since the day you called me a nag whom you had no wish to marry?”

Had he really? That wasn’t how he remembered it, but he had been under the influence of more than a little opium.

“I apologize. I wasn’t myself, as you know. I am now, by the way.”

He was rewarded with her smile.

“I can see it,” she said, her gaze locked on his. “Yes, I can see it in your eyes.”

Reaching up, she traced her fingers along the thin white scars at his temple. “You look very fine, indeed. And how is your leg?”

In answer, he took her in his arms and proceeded to waltz her down the corridor, enjoying her lilting laugh as her skirts swished around his legs, once again strong and stable.

Feeling her warmth beneath his hands, Cam’s heart swelled. Pausing, he bent low and swiftly claimed her lips, but when he straightened and looked down at her, her eyes were still closed and—what the hell?— a few tears leaked out to trail down her face.

“Margaret?” he asked, unsure of her thoughts.

Her beautiful gold-flecked eyes flew open. Dashing her tears away with the back of her hand, she stared up at him.

“Kiss me again!”

Relief flooded him, and he obeyed her. Slowly this time, Cam lowered his mouth to join with hers.

Almost at once, it wasn’t enough, and, with a groan, he backed her against the wall for anyone who happened upon them to see. With a hand pressed on either side of her head, he continued the kiss, slanting his head, pressing his tongue to her lips until she welcomed him inside with a sigh. Bowing his tall body, he couldn’t help but push his hips to hers, relishing the way she arched against him.

She made a soft sound which drove him wild. The queen of the British Empire was a mere few yards away, the most powerful woman in the world. Yet, it was Miss Margaret Blackwood who was the queen of all Cam was and would ever be. With a small sound, she could bring him to his knees.

When they broke apart, both taking lungfuls of air, she reached up and held his face.

“Yes, in truth, I would have let him kiss me,” she began, her words cutting him like a sword. “Only because I was going to start searching for our sizzle.”

“Our sizzle is ours alone,” he reminded her. “I’ve never felt anything like it before.”

“I know. And, no, I haven’t kissed another since you made me yours at Turvey House.” She blushed at her own words, offering him the vivid memory of her sprawled beside him, completely naked and looking sated.

He wanted the very same again, and soon.

“You can kiss a hundred men,” he said, making her eyes widen, “and you will never find one who loves you as I do.”

Now was the time to confess. “You were right about opium. It was killing me, I think. For I can’t believe anything that put me in such agony of mind and body could have been good for me. It was the devil’s own work to stop taking it, but I did. I’m glad you weren’t there to see me.”

Margaret nodded before standing on tiptoe and planting her own brand of kiss upon his lips.

Afterward, reaching for her hand, he tucked it in his and escorted her along the hallway. Just before they passed through the large double doors back into the ballroom, she held his arm, halting him.

“Are we a couple again? Are we engaged?”

“No,” he told her in no uncertain terms. “We are most definitely not.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Maggie felt as if the floor had fallen out from under her. What could John mean? They had kissed as passionately as ever. The sizzle! It was there in obvious abundance, practically making her melt.

Trying to speak with him in the loud, echoing room, she couldn’t, not while he continued to drag her along, her gloved hand firmly clasped in his own.

Pushing through couples and groups, he finally halted on the shiny parquet and brought her around to face him.

“What are you doing?” she hissed, embarrassed at the rude way he’d been shoving dancers aside.

“Hear ye, hear ye,” John said in a loud voice, causing people around them to quiet, and then those beyond also to fall silent, which rippled outward until the entire room seemed to hush.

Maggie opened her mouth, mortified. What was he up to?

The musicians, perhaps startled by finally being able to hear themselves play after so many hours in the noisy room, hit a few loud notes and stopped.

The only sound was the duchess on the dais speaking animatedly to Queen Victoria. Or at least, Maggie assumed it was Her Grace’s voice she could hear over the loud beating of her heart.

And then, to her astonishment, the unmistakable voice of the queen.

“Lord Cambrey! What do you think you are doing, interrupting our lovely gathering?”

Gasps were heard throughout the room, and dancers moved aside until Maggie found herself in direct view of those on the dais.

Since Queen Victoria was looking in her direction, Maggie dropped into a low curtsey, and head bowed, she remained that way, gaze fixed upon the floor.

“Your Majesty,” she heard John say, “I apologize for the interruption. And to you, as well, Your Grace,” he added to the Duchess. “However, there was a time when noblemen could not marry without permission of the crown. Since you are here, Your Majesty, and since I love this woman you see before you, I thought it the perfect time to ask her to marry me and to gain your blessing.”

Don’t faint! Maggie counseled herself. Do not!

“Who is this lucky woman?” the queen asked. “Is she the one? That girl in blue?”

“This is Miss Margaret Blackwood,” John said loudly. “The middle daughter of the late Baron Lucien Blackwood and Lady Anne Blackwood.”

“Rise, Miss Blackwood,” Queen Victoria commanded, and Maggie thought she would be ill from nerves and disgrace herself.

Breathing deeply, she slowly raised her gaze to their queen and stood straight. At thirty-one years, Victoria had already mothered six children, but to Maggie, she still looked like a young lady.

In her mind, she recalled Philip Carruthers ridiculous words that the queen might remember her for slobbering upon her glove, and the notion relaxed her.

For a long few moments, the queen took Maggie’s measure in the silence of the ballroom. Somewhere, Maggie knew her sister was watching this spectacle.

Lord, but they would have something to tell their mother tonight.

“Do you love Lord Cambrey?” the queen’s voice rang out clearly.

Maggie glanced once at John, who stood beside her not looking at all nervous. His bemused expression gave her courage.

“Yes,” she began, but it came out in the mildest of whispers. Swallowing, she coughed lightly and then found her voice.

“Yes, Your Majesty. I do.”

“And why not?” Victoria said, causing a few to chuckle. “Fine gentleman that he is. We heard of your accident and are relieved to see you looking well.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty. I am quite mended.”

“Then ask her,” the queen prompted. “We are waiting. And mind you, do it properly.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Turning toward her, John took her hands, and at the same time, went down on bended knee.

Those close enough to see gave another collective gasp.

“I will not make this long so as not to further inconvenience either Her Majesty or Her Grace’s other guests. In any case, to tell you how greatly I admire you would last at least until dawn. Tonight, I will merely say, I love you.”

With his beloved hazel eyes, he gazed up at her. “And ask if you will do me the honor of marrying me and letting me give you my name.”

“Here, here,” some gentleman called out.

“Hush,” said Queen Victoria. “Let the lady answer.”

Maggie fought the tears and won. Time later to weep with happiness when it wouldn’t make her appear ugly and hysterical in front of the queen and half the ton.

“Yes, my lord,” was all she could manage.

“Huzzah!” called out another. “Bravo!”

“Wait,” John said as the crowd started to murmur and move.

Releasing her hands, he stood up and began digging in his pockets. After a moment, he pulled out a small black velvet bag, which was closed with a satin drawstring. Opening it, he turned it upside down, letting the contents fall onto his palm.

It was Maggie’s turn to gasp as she saw what he held.

“Remove your glove, please,” he asked her.

Never taking her gaze from his, she stripped the glove from her left hand, even while feeling as if she were undressing in public.

Holding the ring up a moment to catch the light, causing another wave of murmurs from the onlookers, John took her hand again and slipped the ring upon her finger.

There was a moment of silence.

“Now, you may cheer,” he told the crowd, and they did.

“Well done,” Maggie thought she heard Queen Victoria say, and then suddenly, Jenny was crashing into her. They hugged. Simon shook John’s hand, and then they made their way back to the table.

It took over an hour, what with people congratulating them and others exclaiming over John’s triumphant reappearance.

“Champagne is in order.” Simon said as he snagged an entire tray from a passing servant and placed it on their table.

“Champagne is always in order,” John said, “but I suppose especially tonight.” He winked at her, such a small gesture, but it filled her with joy.

“It was an excellent display,” Jenny said, raising her glass. “You did yourself proud, and you certainly did my wonderful sister justice. I am overjoyed for you both.”

Maggie still felt dazed at the rapid turn of events. Holding champagne in one hand, she glanced down at the ring on her other.

“Isn’t it the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?”

John was staring at her. “Not even close, my love.”
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No one minded when the Earl of Cambrey decided to hold a small, intimate wedding at the chapel adjacent to his property. After all, how could a London wedding, no matter how grand, top the very public and celebrated engagement attended by hundreds including Her Majesty?

With his bride’s family staying at his house, Cam hoped Margaret wouldn’t feel embarrassed when he whisked her upstairs early on their wedding night. Actually, he found he didn’t care much what his new in-laws thought. He’d waited long enough to claim his countess.

Her eyes were sparkling with the excitement of the day.

“Everything was perfect,” she said, as he started to undress her before the fireplace, which he’d ordered duly stoked to make the room warm enough for being naked.

“Yes,” he agreed, working on the pearl buttons down her back.

“The ceremony, the weather. My sisters were beautiful. Your mother made me cry with happiness with her toast. And the food. What a glorious meal.”

As she rambled on, he managed to divest her of her cream-colored gown, laced with blue ribbon, and started in on her corset.

“Oh, thank you,” she said as he loosened her stays and then dropped it on the ground. “I think Tilda tightened it a wee bit too much for the occasion. I could hardly breathe.”

“You seem to be breathing just fine.”

“What?” Then she laughed. “Oh, because I’m talking too much, is that it?”

“No. I love the sound of your voice.” He thought of how he’d called her a nag, a scold. Never again. “Your voice is lilting, like beautiful music. I never want a day to go by without hearing you speak.”

She turned in his arms, standing now in only her shift.

“I’m very glad to be back here in your room.”

“Our room,” he reminded her.

“Yes!”

As he reached for her, she danced out of his reach and, to his amazement, she hurled herself into the center of the bed. Like a child. And yet, not at all like one.

True, she was eight-and-a-half-years younger than he, as he had learned, but she was all grown up. She had been wiser than him with her understanding of the addiction that had such a firm hold of him. If not for her …

“It is a most comfortable mattress,” she declared, sitting in the center of it. Her shift had fallen askew, baring one of her pale shoulders, and the sight alone inflamed him. Thank God he already knew her to be a passionate creature, or this night would go very differently.

He’d already removed his jacket. Hastily unfastening his collar, cuffs, and shirt, he tossed them all onto a nearby chair. When he looked at her again, she’d grown silent, staring at him, but her expression was one of anticipation, not fear.

Truly, her undone hair hanging wantonly across her shoulders, her nearly transparent shift, and her slightly parted lips caused a feeling of reverence to course through him, nearly as strong as his passion.

Radiating desire, she held her hands out to him, and he finished undressing swiftly.

“I’ve seen you bare before, Lord Cambrey, but never like this.”

“You mean standing?” he joked, enjoying her gaze wandering over his body and imagining her fingers doing the same.

She smiled. “You are magnificent, my husband. Whether lying or standing. Right now, I would like you to join me in our bed.”

Needing no further invitation, he walked toward her, knowing his yard was at full attention because even his sacks felt tight. It would be difficult to last long for their first time. But if he didn’t, he would make it up to her with many more times after that.

Crawling onto the bed, he took her face in his hands and kissed her, a long and thorough kiss which had him throbbing and her breathing heavily.

“May I remove your shift?”

In answer, she raised her arms and let him pull it over her head. When he chucked it behind him, she laughed.

“You’re not afraid.” Gently, he cupped her breasts, playing her nipples with his thumbs, watching with fascination as they hardened.

“Not even a little,” she vowed.

He looked her in the eyes while continuing to caress her. “It might hurt for a moment,” he told her.

Shrugging, she mimicked his movements, her fingers running over his chest, playing with his nipples in such a way as to drive him wild.

“A moment’s physical discomfort is nothing really,” she said.

She was right, and he would make sure she felt much more pleasure than pain.

To that end, he lowered her to the mattress, taking time to spread her hair out around her so it didn’t get caught under her back.

“How thoughtful of you,” she told him, taking hold of his erect staff.

“And now there isn’t a thought in my head,” he said, groaning as she clasped him tightly.

“Shall I stop?” She was grinning at him.

“God, no!”

While she stroked him, he traced his fingers across her smooth skin, marveling at the woman before him. He caressed the line of her collarbone, so elegant, then up and over the swell of each breast, then down her stomach and across her hip bones, causing her to shiver.

Through it all, they remained silent, simply looking at each other.

Finally, he stroked between her womanly folds, where she was sweetly damp and plainly ready for him.

She froze. “I can’t seem to focus on what I’m doing when you—”

He stroked her again.

“Yes, that.”

She said nothing else, and he didn’t even mind when her hand fell away from his shaft to grasp the sheets, her other hand doing the same.

Splayed before him, her eyes closed, head already arched back, legs spread, Margaret was the epitome of everything sensual. And by some miracle, she was his.

Fitting the head of his shaft to her opening, he leaned down to kiss her breasts, sucking a nipple as he inched inside her.

Before he even penetrated her barrier, she lifted her hips to take in more of him and breached it herself. “Oh,” she exclaimed.

He froze, feeling a slight sheen of perspiration break out on his skin.

“Margaret?”

“Yes?”

“I’m dying to thrust into you. Are you ready?”

“Yes.” Her arms locked around him and her fingers pressed into his back.

Needing no further invitation, he drove himself slowly inside her. Then he drew back, and she made a noise of pure pleasure, which he could feel in his loins.

He could climax at any time, but looking down at her, vulnerable and utterly trusting, he controlled himself.

While fully seated inside her, feeling her body clamping around his, he paused. Resting on one elbow, he reached between them, twisting his hand until he had the angle he wanted, and then he proceeded to caress the bud of her desire.

Gasping, her eyes flew open. “John,” she said on a breath of wonder before closing her eyes again as he touched her.

Continuing his ministrations, he was determined their first time would be equally enjoyable for them both. Barely moving his hips, he continued to stroke her with his fingers before lightly brushing her nub with his thumb.

Cam felt her climax as it started. Arching higher, all Margaret’s muscles tightened under him and around him, sending him nearly into delirium.

“Ohh,” she moaned, and the sensual sound caused sweat to break out on his forehead.

When her own release seemed to peak and crest, he pulled back and surged into her, pumping with all the pent-up passion of having wanted this woman for an eternity. His body tightened, released, and he felt his seed spend inside her.

In the next moment, Cam desperately wanted to collapse. Instead, he rolled to the side, taking his wife with him.

They lay in silence for many minutes.

At last, she stirred, opening her eyes, brushing her fingers over the hairs of his chest as she sighed.

“Happy?” he asked.

“Very. John, I’m glad we waited until after being wed.” She stretched and made a soft humming sound of satisfaction. “If we’d done what just occurred,” she added, “and then had broken up … actually, I probably could not have left you at all.”

He chuckled, stroking the smooth skin of her back. “In which case, I rather wish we had done it earlier.”

“No,” she protested. “You know I’m right. If I hadn’t left, I fear you wouldn’t have stopped taking the laudanum.”

She was right. Damnit! Was she always going to be right? Then he smiled with his mouth against her hair and realized he didn’t mind at all.

“You were exactly right to leave me. And you were equally right to come back to me.”

She laughed softly, and the sound filled him with peace, far more than opium ever had.
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Epilogue


They sat upon the veranda early the next morning before anyone was awake. Maggie knew this would be their special place, one where they had intimate conversations, possibly even arguments, where they would make up, too, before going upstairs to make up properly. Here, they would play chess, entertain friends, and watch their children run on the grass. Maybe John had already planted a child in her womb.

“I hope you’re smiling because of me.” He held her hand while they sipped tea.

“I am.” She was glad to be home. And it absolutely felt like her home. Having him drive her away with his unkind words had been among the worst moments of her life, along with finding out he’d been injured. Coming back had been the sweetest.

“I made it easy on you,” she told him, thinking of the hallway at Stafford House and how quickly she’d acquiesced.

Grinning, he nodded. “Because you love me as I love you.”

“Obviously. But if I had not been won over, what would you have said? I mean, if I had wished for you to grovel a little for being such a cad?”

“Cad?”

She nodded.

“Hmm. I suppose I would have complimented you on your appearance. Yes, I would have said, ‘Margaret, you’re a diamond of the first water.’”

She twisted her mouth in disgust. “Then I am glad you didn’t. That phrase is so hackneyed as to be almost an insult.”

“Really?” He stroked his chin thoughtfully, where his overnight shadow of growth made him look terribly dashing and sensual. She might not let his valet remove it later.

“Then I suppose I would have told you how I admire your thoughts and your skill at chess?” His tone sounded as though he was asking a question.

She giggled. “Better, I suppose. It is a good thing the queen was there for you to make your grand gesture.”

“What queen?” he asked.

“Oh, that is good.” She loved how he teased her.

“I could see no woman there except you.”

“Even better, my lord.”

“If you hadn’t been won over by my surprise arrival and the return of my dashing good looks,” he grinned, then grew serious, “then I might have confessed to how bloody awful it was after you left.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It would have killed me to see you suffering that way.”

“I never knew one could want to live and die at the same time, but I did. Every time I reached over to the drawer where I had kept the bottle, I encountered Eleanor’s drawing of you. I put it right there to remind me why the hell I was in such agony.”

She put her hand to her mouth, shaking her head.

“It worked, you know. I must remember to thank your sister.” He sipped his tea and looked into the distance. His next words were so quiet, she almost missed them. “I still crave it sometimes.”

Fear, like a bolt of lightning, passed through her. Before she could say anything, Cam turned to her, holding her gaze with his.

“Don’t worry. I am telling you because I’ll never lie to you again. And I’ll never give into the craving, either.”

She entirely believed him. After all, he was the most fearless man she knew.

Leaning over, he kissed her. First her lips, which tingled delightfully, then he trailed warm kisses down her neck, causing her to arch into him.

“Mm.”

“I love that sound,” he confessed. “I intend to be the cause of it for the rest of my life.”

“Good!” Sinking her fingers into his thick hair, she raised his head and kissed him in return. Her happiness bubbled over.

“Enough sitting, don’t you think, my lord? Let’s pretend we’re at a particularly boring ball and go for a stroll.”

She waggled her eyebrows at him, and he laughed with a husky tone that made her quiver.

“Perhaps to the river,” she suggested, glancing at the house with its many windows, “away from prying eyes.”

He was on his feet practically before she finished speaking.

“To the fishing hole,” he proclaimed, “where I shall give you a lesson.”

They ambled down across the brick and onto the grass.

“I don’t need to be schooled by you in how to fish.” She swept her curls over her shoulder and walked faster, thinking of other things they could do at the water’s edge.

Catching up with her, John grasped her hand, matching his stride to her shorter one.

Maggie couldn’t imagine being any happier. Then her husband stroked the soft skin on her wrist, and she shivered.

“I shall think of some other lesson,” he promised. “Because I am a generous teacher, and I have a most willing pupil. What would you like me to teach you?”

Stopping, she stood upon her tiptoes and whispered in his ear, delighted when his eyes widened and a slight blush appeared on his handsome face.

Flashing her smile, she broke away, running toward the Great Ouse, with laughter upon her lips and her heart filled with love. Hearing his solid, steady footfalls behind her—her earl, now healthy and strong—she thought it the best sound in the world.
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Chapter One


1849, London

“Why are you ’ere?”

Michael Alder, viscount and heir to an earldom he hadn’t seen in over a year, raised bleary eyes to the inquisitor seated on a stool beside him in a gin palace in Drury Lane. He felt no compunction to answer. He drank alone.

Turning away, he smacked his hand atop the sticky counter until the barkeeper responded with an enquiring grunt.

Nodding at his empty glass, Michael watched as the man refilled it with gin.

London Dry or Belgian gin? he wondered briefly. Then he downed it. He’d had too many to feel the burning sensation as it hit the back of his throat. No matter. It did the job nonetheless.

“I mean, you’re not like the rest of us,” continued the voice at his elbow. “You could be drinking brandy at White’s or Boodle’s.” Then the man laughed. “I betcha didn’t think I’d even know the names of them fancy clubs, eh, m’ lord?”

Couldn’t a man get himself positively ran-tan in an obscure and shabby pub without being buttonholed by some nosey bloke?

Feeling a hand stroke his back, Michael turned slowly to see the barmaid with the wide smile and even wider hips tilt her head toward the stairs.

“You won’t answer, eh? Too arfarfanarf!” His unwelcome examiner pointed out the obvious—Michael was well and truly in his cups!

Too many pints of ale followed by too many glasses of gin.

Nodding at the wench, Michael slid off his stool and followed her upstairs. He wouldn’t remember any of this in the morning. All the better.
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Miss Ada Kathryn Ellis, known simply as Ada to her friends, acknowledged a sense of deep disappointment. It was the first time she’d allowed herself to do so in months. Her first Season, which was the previous year, had been all nervousness and learning the correct modes of behavior. This Season, having mastered the art of flirtation and witty conversation, she’d excelled at being in the right place at the right time, and often with a partner whom she didn’t entirely dislike, occasionally one whom she even found agreeable.

That wasn’t to say she’d found someone to tickle her fancy. Unfortunately, she hadn’t, and not for want of trying. Oh, she had tried!

To every dinner companion or dance partner, she’d compared one man, a young viscount she’d encountered two years earlier. As she’d not yet been brought out into society, he had been firmly off limits. Thus, at a dinner to which her parents had munificently allowed her access, Ada could only watch Lord Alder from afar.

Fervently hoping he would still be available when she was on the marriage market, alas, she’d seen neither hide nor hair of the viscount this entire Season.

His inexplicable absence hadn’t stopped her from participating in all the excitement of London society. However, whenever she thought she might fancy someone, a gentleman with a particularly nice smile or attractive eyes, she weighed his merits against the now nearly mythological memory of Lord Alder.

If only she could see him and maybe even speak with him, then she’d be able to disabuse herself of the ridiculous notion—he was the one.

As her friends got engaged, particularly her best friend Maggie Blackwood, who snagged an earl and became the Countess of Cambrey, Ada grew a little less interested in each social event. Perhaps her parents, the Baron and Baroness Ellis, had wasted their money on a daughter who seemed neither a wallflower nor a dazzler. Firmly in the middle of the pack of society misses, Ada was unsure how to proceed as the Season drew to a riotous close.

Should she grab any man who showed an interest in her fair face and large dowry? She could get engaged to a viscount’s son, who nearly declared himself before she ran off to the ladies’ retiring room in order to avoid the unpleasant task of saying no. There was another, an older bachelor who still had all his hair, a sizable yearly income, and a townhouse on the west side of Arlington Street. She was confident she could be mistress of his house by Christmas, if she so chose. In fact, there were half a dozen others who’d shown an interest.

If only she could decide to settle.

Or should she set her sights on the following year and go home to Juniper Hall in the Surrey countryside? Perhaps cut her hair in the new fashion or take more music lessons? Maybe she should learn to speak French like Maggie or attempt to stop talking so much about her interest in commerce. The latter scandalized her mother, yet Ada found most interesting the rise and fall of commodities on the London Stock Exchange. Fluctuations of price could make or break a man between sunrise and sunset. There was the Spanish panic of 1835. And four years after the 1845 crash, newspapers still wrote about the burst “bubble” from railway speculation. Some very old families, indeed, had been ruined.

Fascinating, Ada thought, whenever she picked up her father’s well-read copy of The Banker’s Magazine or the Economist, infinitely more interesting than the silly romantic novels her friends were reading. She could listen for hours to her father espousing about what he encountered on the floor of the exchange, even though he was speaking primarily to her younger brother, Grady.

Gentlemen in search of a wife, however, didn’t want a young woman to have an interest in business. It was too manly!

Sighing loudly, Ada let her maid prepare her for yet another end of the Season soirée. Yes, the violet silk gown. Yes, hair up in a braided bun with blonde ringlets hanging from her temples past her ears. Yes, the matching lavender silk gloves, because why not? Yes, yes, yes. Except she didn’t want to go. Not really.

She looked at her blue eyes in the gilded mirror and hoped they didn’t appear as weary as she felt, and then she went to the Fontaine’s ball.

With her mother in her usual position seated with the other hopeful mothers nearby, Ada let her card be filled, holding out her wrist dutifully to every young man who asked. When had this become such a dreary chore?

The next hour passed in a carousel of dances—the Grand March, then a quadrille, polka, and waltz. When her mother wasn’t looking, she had a glass of champagne. Waving to Lady Adelia Smythe, the daughter of an earl but still very friendly and who also hadn’t found a match, Ada headed toward her when a man bumped her elbow as he brushed past.

“Well, excuse me,” she said loudly enough that he halted and turned.

Intending to take him to task for his rudeness, she pursed her lips and stared up at—

Ada had to stop herself from gasping. It was he! At last. Her viscount. Lord Michael Alder.

He narrowed his eyes as if studying her, perhaps to see if he knew her. When he didn’t, he relaxed and shrugged.

“My apologies.”

Good God! He was speaking to her. His voice sounded as she recalled, rich and deep, causing a delightful shiver in her spine.

Say something, she ordered herself, but her tongue was frozen. She could do naught but stare at his handsome face below thick brown hair that curled slightly, giving him a rakish air.

She’d never been close enough before to see how instead of plain brown eyes, his were a striking amber color. Unusual, reminding her of one of her family’s cats.

“Are you well?” he asked, undoubtedly thinking her addlepated as she gaped at him.

Nodding, still speechless, she did the only thing she could think of—she held out her wrist with the card dangling from it.

He looked at is as if it were on fire, practically recoiling.

“No,” he said, without preamble. “I don’t wish to dance.”

At her distraught expression, he added, “Not with anyone,” as if to soften the blow.

She swallowed. Think of something brilliant, amusing, interesting. Anything!

Then he nodded quickly, turned away, and disappeared into the throng.

Blast! She’d lost her one and only chance. Yet it didn’t truly matter. Obviously, she held no attraction for him, and whatever words she’d spouted wouldn’t have changed that fact. Especially not her personal notion one could become extraordinarily wealthy from investing in the developing technology of undersea cables. The newspapers indicated they would be laid between England and France within two years. She ought to have blandly praised the music, the champagne, or even Lord Alder’s ascot, or brought up Dickens’ latest.

Expelling an unladylike puff of air, she sent her golden bangs flying high with frustration. Then her next partner found her, perused her card for his name, and hauled her onto the dance floor.

Another eternal hour, during which she tried to spy Lord Alder while she twirled and spun. To no avail. Overheated by the crush of bodies, disappointed in not only this event but the entire Season, and even her future prospects, Ada left the security of the ballroom. In a hasty, ill-conceived moment, she ventured to the other side of the multi-paned glass doors and onto the marble terrace.

Unfortunately, there were couples who must have already publicly professed agreements as to their future associations since they were openly together, alone and unchaperoned. The practice was still frowned upon, but if the couple was engaged, the ton deemed it practically acceptable.

One such couple was a mere few yards from Ada and another was at the far end of the terrace. In each instance, the man held the woman close.

Ada rolled her eyes at the sheer awkwardness of being outside in a romantic spot without a suitor of her own. Between the couples were the stone steps leading to the wilds of the topiary and sculpture gardens.

In a flash, she darted down the steps and into the darkness.
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Michael stumbled out onto the terrace after one too many dance cards had been dangled before his face, and one too many glasses of champagne had found their way down his throat. In fact, he carried one with him at present.

Downing the bubbly liquid, he set the empty glass on the edge of the terrace’s stone railing and made his way down the steps into the silence.

Having stayed away from so-called polite society for many months, he couldn’t imagine why he’d talked himself into this particular ball. Actually, yes, he did know. He’d read the guest list in the newspaper, knowing she would be there, the woman he’d loved and lost.

Of course, he knew she was married, and happily, too, which he didn’t begrudge her one bit. After all, it wasn’t her fault his treacherous parents had lied to them both and ended their engagement due to her lack of fortune. Yet, like an animal which can’t stop licking a raw wound, he liked to make certain he still fancied her above anyone else.

Seeing her, on the rare occasion he did, confirmed this fact. Seeing Jenny Blackwood, now the Countess of Lindsey, reminded him of what he’d lost and why. It renewed his anger and refreshed his bitterness against those who professed to love him most. His own parents.

Betrayal most foul! Pulling a sterling flask from his pocket, he took a sip of brandy and sauntered onto the brick path leading farther into the garden.

After a minute, he crossed a sickeningly romantic bridge over a tiny fake stream and found himself next to a gazebo, dark except for two torches, lit to show guests they’d reached the end of the garden. Beyond was a brick wall higher than his head.

Taking another sip, he thought he was seeing a vision. Not the first time, either, since his favorite state lately was ‘half seas over’ if not fully passed out.

Before him came an enchanting creature in such a pale pastel shade, she was practically glowing in the moonlight. She seemed to float toward him, and as she did, bone deep, he knew he wanted her.

When the torchlight caught her golden crown of hair, he made a sound, alerting the bewitching goddess to his presence. She froze. Yet, instead of fleeing as a sane and reputable maiden should, she took a step closer.

Slipping the flask back into his pocket, he held out his hand. Silently, she took it, letting him draw her close.

“I had no idea when I came out here, I would encounter such a creature as you. You are so lovely.”

She trembled.

But was she real? There was more than one way to discover if she were.

Wrapping his arms around her, still feeling her shuddering movements, Michael decided she must be real and quite cold. He would do his best to warm her.

Lowering his head, he brushed his lips against hers. A bouquet of some exotically lush, floral scent tickled his nose, and her soft lips were warm and encouraging.

Mm, she smelled good. No doubt in the cold light of day, she was older than she appeared in the dimly lit garden. Yet for this moment, he would accept she was a sprite, sent for his enjoyment.

He settled his mouth upon hers once again, tasting her sweetness. Tilting his head slightly, he found they fit together perfectly, and when he licked the seam of her lips, she opened them with the smallest gasp. It inflamed him.

Apparently, she was willing.

Glancing around, he took in the glossy white gazebo, also seemingly glowing in the torchlight. Inviting, beckoning, the ideal spot!

With finesse, though he tripped slightly on the threshold, he led her into the secluded place. How thoughtful of their hosts.

There was a divan, undoubtedly used for reclining whilst reading a book during the day. What a mundane waste for such a magical place!

It took only a single step and he had the back of her skirts pressed against the settee cushions, and then they were both falling upon it. Too small for stretching out comfortably, yet it offered them a suitable place to engage in a quick sensual dalliance.

His goddess went rigid as soon as she was prone beneath him. He couldn’t imagine she didn’t want this as much as he did, since he could feel her warm and curvaceous body thrumming under his. She was made for a man to embrace and to enjoy.

“My lord?” Her first words to him were soft and questioning.

Mayhap he was taking too long to please her.

He lowered his mouth to hers again, and as he kissed her thoroughly, she relaxed. What’s more, he could feel her heart beating a strong tattoo of desire. His own was doing the same.

Raising himself up and reaching between them, with practiced hands, Michael unfastened the fall of his trousers, letting his manhood spring free.

He watched her eyes in the darkness. Though he couldn’t determine their color, he could see them widen with delight. Ever so gently, he lifted the hem of her dress, smoothing his fingers up her stockinged legs until—her fingers suddenly met his, holding her gown in place across her thighs.

Was she truly wanting to stop?

“It’s all right,” he soothed. “I want you. Beyond anyone else, I want you.”

Her voice a whisper, she asked, “Do you know me?”

“Of course,” he responded. She was his goddess, a gift to soothe him for all he’d lost. “Do you know me?”

“Lord Alder.”

He felt a frisson of surprise. Indeed, she must be a fairy sprite, an otherworldly creature, for how else could she have found him in the darkness?

“Then we are meant for each other,” he stated. “Let me love you.”

After another moment, her hands fell away, and he pushed her gown and petticoats and cotton shift up to her hips, baring her drawers to him. As expected, she wore two separate legs tied together at the waist, so he needn’t even remove them to have access to her coveted core.

Wondering if he could last even for a few moments, he came over her body, fit his stiff member to her warm channel and slid himself inside his magical nymph.

He groaned in delight at the same time as her hands came up to his chest.

Was she pushing him away?

Kissing her, he began to move his hips, and her hands relaxed, though still grasping his jacket. He wished to hear her moan with pleasure, but she was breathing shallowly. He wished he could see and touch her breasts, but he was pressing both hands into the divan for support and couldn’t spare one to ease down the neckline of her gown.

“Good?” he asked.

Silence. Looking down at her face, he was unable to see her at all as his shoulders blocked the light of the torches. He thought her head was tilted back in ecstasy and thus continued to pump inside her.

He’d been correct about his own stamina. He lasted barely a minute in the delicious tightness of his goddess. Then with a guttural cry of pleasure, and a whispered name—Jenny—he spent inside the mysterious sprite.

Leaving another kiss upon her mouth, he drew back, stood up, and began to fasten his trousers. To his consternation, she lay there, unmoving.

“Are you well?” he asked after a moment, remembering when he’d asked the same to another young miss earlier in the evening, a simpering simpleton who couldn’t even speak to him—the opposite to this passionate creature.

His words spurred the lady into movement. Hastily, she lowered her skirts and took his outstretched hand, letting him assist her from the divan.

Then a strange expression crossed her lovely features, visible again in the moonlight now they were standing. She looked down, and he did the same before realizing she was feeling his warm seed as it leaked from her.

“Luckily, you have so many layers, no one shall be the wiser,” Michael advised. “You can float back into the ballroom and continue to dance with what I’m confident are your many, many suitors.”

“But…” she trailed off.

Was this delightful morsel having a moment of regret? A bit too late! He drew out his flask and took a sip. As a gentleman, he offered it to her.

She looked from the silver flagon to his face.

For the first time, he felt a twinge of regret. On second glance, she seemed a bit young for this game, but she had to know the rules and the consequences of a tryst in a dark garden. Why else had she let him have his way with her? He certainly wasn’t her first.

“I’m sorry if your pleasure was not complete,” he said, thinking perhaps his swift climax had robbed her of her own ultimate satisfaction. There was nothing he could do about that now.

Still, she said nothing, and he was growing weary. His sated body yearned for his own bed and a long night’s sleep.

“I bid you farewell, dear goddess.”

He turned from her, took a few steps, then looked back.

Why was this willing temptress with her plump, kissable lips suddenly looking so damned shocked and teary-eyed?

As he met her gaze, she opened her mouth and found her voice at last.

“Can you possibly mean to simply walk away?”

Ah, he understood. She wanted the promise of something more. She was a society miss, after all, even if one who enjoyed sharing a naughty assignation away from prying eyes.

“I may attend a few more balls this Season. Look for my name on the guest list, and we can enjoy ourselves again. I’ll try to last longer next time, my sweet.”

Offering her a smile, he winked and took his leave.
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Chapter Two


Three years later, 1852

Juniper Hall, Surrey

Ada left her son’s room, always thankful how quickly the little boy could fall asleep. Her dear Harry. And this was their last night in her parents’ country home. Undoubtedly, he would miss his doting grandparents until they met up again in London.

Making her way back to her own bedroom, she glanced over the trunks filled with her clothing and considered whether she’d forgotten anything. With her capable maid having worked diligently, it appeared her chamber was cleared of all her personal effects, except her nightdress and robe laid out for the night.

Ada could finally relax after weeks of preparation. Downstairs, her parents waited in the parlor, so they could spend a last evening before her move to Town. To spare her mother, she and her father would try not to discuss the stock market, their shared passion.

She would greatly miss them, but, as usual, as she thought of her move to London, a thrill of excited anticipation tickled her spine. Her own home, at last.

With her accumulated wealth, she’d purchased a townhouse on Belgrave Square. She might have chosen the locale because of its close proximity to two parks in which she could ride and Harry could play, or because it was not too distant from her parents’ townhouse, which they occupied about six months out of the year.

However, there was another more attractive reason for choosing the spacious neo-Classical home. For though Lord Vile—as the ton had so aptly nicknamed the viscount Michael Alder—didn’t live there, he frequented it. Everyone who read the scandal sheets knew he’d had two paramours from among the fifty residences of the square, and was currently keeping company with a widow only two doors down from where Ada would soon reside.

She intended to be the next on his list.

Not only would Ada finally be mistress of her own domain, she intended to become Lord Vile’s mistress as well, with the fine distinction of being the woman he kept company with but never bedded. It was the only way she could think to capture his black heart.

How blessed she was her parents had not disowned her after the disastrous breach of sanity three years earlier. Instead, they’d shown incredible generosity. She knew no other parents who would have behaved with such benign kindness.

The alternative, being cast out to fend for herself and her unborn child, would have likely ended in an intentional final swim in the Thames. For Ada had not been prepared to go to a seedy house for unwed mothers, if she could even have found one that wasn’t truly a front for a brothel.

The idea of Harry being born as the child of a prostitute could still cause Ada to shudder.

Instead, her mother, Kathryn, had enveloped her in love, and adored her grandson as soon as he made his way into the world. Her father had decided finance and commerce were a “damn sight safer” for his only daughter than so-called civilized society. Thus, James Ellis indulged her interest for stocks and trade, teaching her what he knew as a broker in good standing at the London Stock Exchange, having always paid his yearly £5 license fee, on top of his £105 entrance fee, and his £22 subscription. To his credit, he’d never had a default penalty placed against him from all the trading he’d done, and thus, he’d been reelected each year on Lady Day in early April.

When her parents left her alone in Surrey for their London residence, most days, Baron Ellis was on the floor of the exchange at Capel Court. When they were with Ada at Juniper Hall, her father kept up with the markets through the trade reports and the general newspapers.

Not only had he taught her, he’d also listened. As it turned out, Ada had a head for investing. Even better, he had let her invest through him.

In three years, with a singularity of purpose, she’d become a wealthy woman in her own right, while helping her father to grow his own wealth. Eventually, when her brother inherited, he would benefit, too.

Sitting in her father’s study together, poring over one of the intriguing reports of the Select Committee on Joint Stock Companies, they shared a like-minded friendship rarely seen between father and daughter. The only time they ever fought was if James yet again asked who his grandson’s father was.

“Ada Kate, tell me the scoundrel’s name and I’ll run him through or shoot him in the heart, or would if he had one,” her father promised.

His strong words in no way enticed her to reveal anything about Michael Alder.

She wasn’t protecting the rogue. Not at all. Alder could dance with the devil for all she cared. She was protecting her beloved father, who might find himself run through or shot in a duel as easily as being the victor.

And most importantly, she was protecting Harry St. Ange, as she’d named her baby in the church records directly following his birth. He would not grow up a bastard, the result of an unbelievably stupid moment in which his mother mistook his father for a decent human being.

A terrible misjudgment of character.

It took little more than a quiet moment to snatch her thoughts back to that horrid night. Shocked to find him at the end of the path, her obsession, Ada had become wool-headed almost instantly. Then his lips had seemed magical as he pressed them to hers. If she were ever to relate the tale, which she would never do to a single soul, she would have said it seemed one minute, Michael Alder’s lips were on hers making her feel wondrous new sensations, and the next, he was raising her skirts, and… giving her Harry.

She could not regret her boy. Nor the life she’d created since that fateful night. Unable to reenter the ballroom with her hair tangled and her gown in disarray, she’d slipped out through a cast iron gate in the brick wall and found her parents’ carriage in the long line. Once inside, she’d begun to shake and hadn’t felt warm again until her mother, having eventually been summoned by the footman, took her stunned and sobbing daughter home, got her bathed, and tucked her into bed.

Her disgrace had been obvious, but her parents’ love had been stronger.

In the weeks that followed, her folly had become even clearer. Far from being the noble viscount she’d envisioned, Michael Alder had already been given the moniker of Lord Vile by the ton for his drinking binges and his treatment of the fairer sex, including preying on debutantes when he wasn’t satisfying himself with whores.

Or so the gossips reported in the papers. If only she’d read them prior to that night instead of the stock reports!

She wasn’t his first ruined maiden, nor, apparently, would she be his last.

Now, from an elegant home in London, she would live as a mother, a widow as far as anyone knew, and a businesswoman, which no one would ever know. She was simply Mrs. St. Ange, a baron’s daughter, no longer grieving a husband lost at sea two years earlier before her baby was even born.

And without anyone’s assistance, except perhaps her old and dearest friend, Lady Margaret Cambrey, Ada would exact revenge upon the vilest nobleman in London. If her father had suspected her motive for returning to London, undoubtedly, he would never have let her out of his sight.
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“There you are, old chap.” The voice had Michael coming out of his reverie, thinking of nothing more important than whether to see his paramour that evening. At White’s having read the papers and drunk enough tea to float an armada, he was ready for billiards and brandy. Perhaps a hearty meal first.

He smiled at seeing Lord David Hemsby, an old acquaintance from Eton with whom he’d renewed a friendship after he’d stopped slumming in filthy nameless pubs and gin palaces and returned to his rightful place at the gentlemen’s club.

Of course, Michael still drank far too much, though switching from low-class gin to more refined drink of his peers, French brandy. And still, he refused to speak to his parents, who’d sent him into the foul abyss from which he’d barely emerged. And, of course, he avoided any marriage-minded misses who foolishly hadn’t yet been scared off by his hard-earned reputation as a reprobate of the first order.

After a certain garden tryst with a woman whose face he couldn’t quite recall but whose floral scent haunted his senses, he’d stopped going to the Whitechapel doxies. They never smelled like anything except gin or frying oil. Instead, he kept company with upper-class widows and genuine Cyprians with all their learned charms, and the occasional nobleman’s wife, if one happened across his path. The latter was a rare treat, a titillating adventure that had nearly got him killed twice.

His life was playing out as he’d expected it would after the treachery of his broken engagement.

To his dismay, following a dinner with Hemsby, his evening was ruined by the appearance of the Earl of Alder.

Bloody hell! What could his father possibly want after all this time?

David excused himself to find amusement elsewhere. Brandy in hand, Michael stared across the table from the man he hadn’t seen in years.

His father’s hair was streaked with gray, a few more lines under his eyes, nothing remarkable that would indicate he’d suffered the loss of his son’s respect.

“Come now, you’ve been nursing this grudge long enough. I’m not getting any younger,” George Alder said. “You’ll be head of the family within a decade if not sooner.”

Sooner the better, Michael muttered under his breath. Then he instantly regretted thinking it. He didn’t wish his father dead, simply in another city, preferably another continent.

“And your mother wants to see you,” his father added, as if they were discussing a weekly visit. “This estrangement hurts her, though she knows you’ve stayed in contact with your siblings, at least.”

Rolling his eyes, Michael signaled the waiter for another drink. He didn’t care to discuss his missives back and forth with his younger sister and brother. In fact, he didn’t care to discuss anything with the earl.

“Is there anything else? Frankly, you’re boring me,” Michael said, hoping his tone dripped with the professed boredom. “I’m well-aware you’re aging. We both are. As for the ‘grudge’ as you call it, did you ever consider that maybe you ruined my life’s happiness, and now I simply don’t give a damn what happens to you or the earldom?”

“Balderdash!”

Michael waited. Then he waited some more, staring into his father’s golden-brown eyes, the mirror of his own. Nothing more followed.

“That’s it?”

The waiter set down another glass of brandy before him and removed his empty one.

His father clucked his tongue. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

Picking it up, Michael shook his head. “No, not nearly.” He sipped, then sipped again. “If I understand you correctly, you wish me to return to the bosom of the family? Forgive and forget? Go give Mummy a peck on the cheek?”

“Don’t be insolent.”

“I’ll be any way I like. I’m a grown man.”

“Then start acting like one,” his father quipped, “instead of a truculent child.”

“Nothing you say can bother me.” Though, in truth, he felt like hurling the contents of his glass at his father’s face. “You took away the woman with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life. And you did so in such a cowardly way no one even knew it wasn’t my doing. Imagine how I felt finding out you broke it off for me after telling me she was the one who ended our arrangement. If I’d known sooner, I would have gone after her and married her.”

His father drummed on the highly polished tabletop. Then he signaled for the waiter and ordered his own brandy.

“I will speak plainly. We couldn’t afford for you to marry her. It was ridiculous enough for you to consider a baron’s daughter. However, your mother and I were willing to consider it when we thought her father had some money. He didn’t have a shilling, as it turned out, and that was the end of it.”

“That was the end of it,” Michael repeated. “For you and Mummy. It wasn’t for me. I loved the girl.”

His father shrugged.

“I loved her,” Michael insisted. “Don’t sit there like a cold fish. What if someone had snatched Mummy away from you?”

The earl sipped his brandy, gazed into the tawny liquid, and then back at his son.

“Then I would have done my duty to the house of Alder and married another woman with your mother’s charms and an equal dowry. I love your mother, but I would have found someone else to give me an heir, and she would have found another man to wed her. I certainly wouldn’t have moped around, fallen headfirst into a bottle, and begun a campaign of carousing that makes your name and the word libertine nearly synonymous.”

“Shall I tell Mummy you believe her so easily replaced?”

His father’s expression tightened.

“Ah, I thought not. As pragmatic as you believe her, I don’t think she’d enjoy knowing she was merely a fat purse and a breeding cow,” Michael concluded.

His father slammed his glass down and stood. “How dare you? You impertinent cullion!”

Michael nearly yawned to complete the farce, but he restrained himself. With other nearby gentlemen’s interest perked and watching the scene unfold, his father might jump over the table and try to throttle him. He would fail, but his aging sire could have an apoplectic fit in the process. Not a good thing at White’s. It could tarnish his membership after all.

“Very well,” Michael said, his gaze locked with his father’s. “Why are you here?”

A few long moments went by. Eventually, the earl looked around, stared down anyone still audaciously looking at their table, and then resumed his seat.

“We are going broke.”

Taking in his father’s words, Michael considered them. He cocked his head, waiting, wanting more information.

The earl sighed. “The family accounts are low and not replenishing with the small holdings we have. We sold the house in France last year and the hunting lodge at Dunk’s Green this past winter. Still, I find our situation grows more precarious. As I said, we are going broke.”

Michael had rather liked the house in France. Right on the sea. Pity.

“Actually, not to put too fine a point on it, Father, but you are going broke. I have money from Grandfather. Plenty of it, in fact.”

Did he have plenty? He wasn’t truly sure, though it seemed to him he’d lived frugally these past years. He must have saved a lot by not avoiding any events of the past Seasons. Ticket prices for balls and soirées weren’t cheap. Indeed, if he recalled correctly, the last time he’d attended an event, it had been with the fervent desire of running into his delectable garden goddess again.

When he hadn’t found her after two or three attempts, he’d given up. There were too many marriage-minded ladies at those events anyway. It had been much more enjoyable to cozy up to a lonely widow in her luxurious townhouse. They never needed much in the way of expensive things, more desirous of his company than any sparkling bauble.

True, he’d spent some good sterling on the Cyprians, who liked to be kept in an elegant manner and given expensive gifts. And then, there was his penchant for fine brandy.

First thing in the morning, he would head to his bank and see where he stood.

Meanwhile, this tedious tête-à-tête with his father needed to end.

“Thank you for telling me your tale of woe. I don’t know what you thought I could do for you, but I assure you, I can do nothing. Despite your shabby treatment of me, I hope you fare well.” Standing, he picked up his drink and walked away.

Hopefully, David would still be in the billiards room.

“Think of your sister and brother,” his father’s voice cut across the room.

Michael barely broke his stride as he crossed the carpeted floor.

Yet, when he reached the next room, his father was right behind him. The man was harder to get rid of than the pox. Thankfully, that particular challenge had not been visited upon him.

Whirling to face the earl, Michael kept his tone neutral. “What do you want?”

“You are the heir! Do you wish to deal with this after I die? You’ll have a grieving widow on your hands, as well as two siblings looking to you for help, one for a dowry and one for an allowance. At that point, we may no longer have our beloved Oxonholt. Thus, your family will leave Kent and come live with you in Town. Won’t that be cozy?”

Michael considered all this. “Then don’t die anytime soon.”

He meant what he said. He wasn’t prepared to become the head of the family, nor be responsible for the maintenance of his mother, brother, and sister. He certainly didn’t want them in his modest townhouse.

His father’s impatience was written upon his countenance.

“It’s time for you to start preparing, at the very least,” the earl continued. “What do I want from you? I want my eldest son to use his God-given brain for something besides enjoying himself. You used to have a conscience and a purpose. Five years ago, you were talking about railways and mining and even textiles. I think it’s past time you started figuring out how to make money the way every man-Jack is doing in this budding nation of ours.”

Michael narrowed his eyes. “At the time, as I recall, you turned up your nose at my interest in such middle-class business dealings.”

“At the time, I didn’t realize servants would demand a raise in their wages or the price of bread would shoot through the roof or the government would start taxing my land right out from under me. I tell you, it’s almost not possible to be a landholder if you aren’t also a savvy businessman. And that’s the truth.”

“I am supposed to suddenly figure out the intricate world of business, am I?” Michael desperately wished this entire encounter never had happened and even more desperately wanted another soothing glass of French delight, only to discover he still had one in his hand.

“Somebody has to,” his father pointed out, “and I’m too bloody old to start. Come see me in a week and let me know what you’ve found out.”

Michael spluttered his last sip of brandy. “A week?”

“If I give you any longer, then you’ll simply dawdle about and put it off. We need action now. I’ve already waited too long for you to come to your senses.”

“Come to my senses? You’re not making me want to help you.”

“You’re not helping me,” the earl insisted. “You’re helping yourself, if you haven’t figured that out yet. When your grandfather’s money is gone, how long do you think White’s will let you stay?” He gestured at the grand establishment around them.

“Maybe more important to you, how will you keep your mistresses? Or have you sunk so low you don’t mind them keeping you, like a bloody lap dog?”

“We’re finished,” Michael told him, turning his back and walking away.

“One week,” his father called after him.
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Ada was in love! When Maggie came to visit, bringing her little Rosie, Ada simply had to tell her.

“I absolutely love my new home. Look, come see the adorable carving around the drawing room fireplace.”

Maggie agreed it was adorable. “And yes, to the pale green draperies,” her friend agreed. “They are a far better choice than ivory. Every detail is perfect, and suits you down to the doorknocker. You’re creating a wonderful home.”

“I thank that clever Mr. Cubitt for developing the square. He’s positively ancient, but I wonder if I should visit with him and offer him my honest appreciation.”

Ada’s friend laughed. “Think of where we were a few years back,” Maggie recalled. “Can you believe our lives at present? I was practically penniless in Sheffield, and we were both husband hunting. And now you’ve bought your own white stucco home in Belgrave Square. Why, there’s a duke living two doors down, for goodness sake, and an admiral of the fleet across the way.”

Ada laughed. “And you and I both have a child.” They beamed at each other.

Maggie and her husband, John Angsley, the Earl of Cambrey, were the only people outside of Ada’s own family who knew she’d never been wed and widowed. She’d told Maggie in a long letter from Juniper Hall as soon as she realized she was with child a month after fleeing London.

A month after receiving Alder’s terribly cynical wink.

Yet even her friend didn’t know who Harry’s father was. Ada would take that to her grave.

For one thing, Lord Alder had once been engaged to Maggie’s older sister, Jenny, now happily married to Lord Lindsey. Their engagement had not been official, however, since it had never been announced. What’s more, Alder had broken the agreement as soon as Jenny and Maggie’s father passed away leaving the Blackwood family in debt.

The shallow cad!

Ada hadn’t known any of that during the time she’d been smitten with Michael Alder. She’d simply thought him an upstanding viscount with a certain dash-fire that appealed to her tremendously.

Had she known he hadn’t kept a verbal promise to wed, she might have looked at him differently. Unfortunately, she learned Jenny’s tale far too late to avoid her own ruin.

After finding out from Maggie one day when they were visiting, enjoying their babies, and discussing men in general, how Lord Alder had ill-used Jenny, Ada imagined it would be terribly awkward to disclose who her child’s father was. Instead, she let Maggie believe she had loved a man who’d ardently loved her back, and who for private reasons couldn’t marry her.

Then she’d created an entirely false and tragic romance to save face and keep Harry’s father perceived as a good man. Often, Ada wished she hadn’t. It was a burden not to be able to rage against Lord Vile just once to a sympathetic ear.

“How is Jenny?” The question popped out of Ada’s mouth unbidden. She still had a fascination for the woman who, unlike her, had moved on from Michael Alder to a full and seemingly happy life.

“Very well. Living in utter bliss with her husband. And like me,” Maggie patted her barely blossoming stomach, “expecting again.”

Ada nodded, thinking how Harry might wish for a brother or sister who would never come.

“Her third, isn’t it?”

“Fourth,” Maggie said, then offered a wry grin. “You know Jenny with numbers. She likes to add.”

They both laughed. For as Ada had a head for the stock market, Maggie’s sister was a skilled accountant.

Inside, though, Ada thought if Michael Alder hadn’t broken off with Jenny Blackwood, then those four children would be his, and Harry wouldn’t exist at all. Stranger even to think that she and Jenny had kissed the same man.

“Are you all right?” Maggie asked, seeing some change in her expression.

“Yes, thinking how nice it would be for Harry to have a sibling.”

Maggie tilted her pretty head. “It could still happen, couldn’t it?”

Ada appreciated the softening in her friend’s eyes and voice, but she couldn’t think of opening her heart to another man, nor ever being used again for a man’s pleasure. She was sure Aristotle’s Masterpiece, the explicit book of relations between a man and a woman, had got it all wrong, for Ada had felt a little pain, certainly fear and excitement, but none of the great pleasure mentioned in the book, which got passed around from sister to sister and from sister to friend in the debutante groups.

Plus, she couldn’t recall that night without remembering how her maid and her mother had seen the blood on her undergarments—her utter disgrace had been complete.

No, it had been nothing but shame and humiliation. If Maggie and her sister didn’t mind the marital act of procreation in order to have happy husbands and more children, that was their business.

“Next time you see Jenny or write to her, please tell her I wish her well.”

“I will,” Maggie promised. “Where is your Harry, by the way?”

“We’ll go up to the nursery in a minute. I can’t wait for you to see the room. It’s—”

“Adorable?”

Ada smiled and rang for tea. “Yes, positively. And his nanny is patient and wise. My mother found her for me, and I love her.”

Maggie leaned back on the pale, rose-colored sofa. “You seem content. Is there anything amiss?”

“Except for needing to hire more staff, no. Why do you ask?”

“Your missive sounded as though you had something on your mind besides nannies and fireplace carvings.”

Ada knew she would need to get to the point, but was having trouble articulating exactly what she wanted from her friend. What if Maggie said no?

“Yes, in fact, there is something important I want to speak with you about. However, it’s rather… how shall I put it? Irregular.”

Maggie raised her eyebrows. “Really. How interesting?”

Just then, Rosie, two years old like Harry, got up from where she sat on the soft carpet playing with her two dolls.

“Mama,” she said, placing her hands on her mother’s lap. “I want a bicky.”

“Biscuit, dear. I’m sure Auntie Ada has something for you.”

“Oh, I do, and better than a biscuit, too.”

Ada opened the top drawer of the lamp table beside her, withdrawing a paper-wrapped chocolate bar. She handed this to the delighted toddler who jumped up and down with glee.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Ada said to Maggie. “It’s from Fry’s, and I think they’re fabulous.”

“It would be a bit late if I did mind.”

They both looked at Rosie who’d already proceeded to rip off the wrapping with her chubby fingers and was half-sucking, half-chewing on the sweet confection.

“I don’t suppose I’m going to get a bite of that,” Maggie said, and Ada reached into the drawer, pulling out another one.

“See what it says? Chocolate delicieux à manger. When I saw the French, I thought of you.”

“Thank you. Glad to know my fluency is good for something.” Maggie took the bar and slipped it into her reticule. “For later. I’ll share it with John. My husband has quite the sweet tooth, as well.”

Ada tilted her head. “You may be disappointed. It can be a little chalky and even bitter.”

They both glanced at Rosie who seemed to have no complaints.

Then Ada had a thought. Perhaps if she helped her friend grow her income, she’d be more willing to aid her in her scheme.

“If you’re interested in turning that sweet tooth into a little extra income,” Ada continued, “I would suggest you approach John Cadbury and see if he wants someone to invest in his business. It’s growing, and his workers love him. Also, I have a little inside knowledge Parliament intends to get rid of the high tax on cocoa soon, within a year or so. I think the chocolate industry will blossom.”

“Goodness gracious, you are a wonder!”

Ada felt her cheeks warm, and she shrugged.

“You didn’t invite me here to give me investment advice,” Maggie said shrewdly.

“No, but I also didn’t invite you here merely to ask for your help.”

“I know, but let’s get that out of the way so we can go see the adorable nursery and your lovely boy.”

Taking a deep breath, Ada blurted, “I need to figure out how to masquerade as a man.”
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Chapter Three


Maggie said nothing at first. Ada liked that about her, neither condemning her nor immediately drowning her in a barrage of nosey questions. Instead, she asked a very intelligent one.

“Do you need to be the man specifically, or will someone acting on your behalf suffice?”

Ada sighed in relief. “Oh, the latter, as long as I can trust him. And he must seem intelligent and be personable enough that someone else will trust him, too.”

“Someone in particular?”

Ada nodded. Oh, yes!

“Strangely enough, Jenny was in a similar situation a few years back after my father died,” Maggie disclosed. “Remember when we left Town and went back to Sheffield?”

“Yes, of course.” Ada had mourned the loss of her friend mid-Season.

“I know you’ll keep this in confidence since it doesn’t really reflect well on a countess, but Jenny worked as a bookkeeper. She let our manservant, Henry, be the liaison between the outside world of my sister’s clients and herself, whom she called ‘Mr. Cavendish.’ Henry collected people’s ledgers and returned them after she was done.”

Ada considered. “I don’t want anyone to know there is another person involved, namely me, in the background. If I didn’t masquerade as a man myself, then I thought to hire an individual who could meet with a specific someone to pass on information as if it were his own.”

“Depending on the type of information, that seems so much harder,” Maggie mused “What if your ‘specific someone’ whom you are trying to fool asks a question and your counterfeit man doesn’t have the answer?”

Ada could easily see how that might happen. There were so many tricky components to the stock market, which she’d spent years figuring out. On the other hand, she didn’t want Alder to suspect there was anyone else he could blame when things went terribly wrong as she intended them to.

“My counterfeit man, as you call him, will know enough to fool anyone. I’ll make sure of that. If he doesn’t know something, then he’ll say, ‘That’s a trade secret’ or something like that.”

“I suppose it will work,” Maggie agreed. “Before we proceed, I need to know one thing? This is about business, I assume, and your investing skills? It sounds as though you want to impart something you know to someone without them knowing it’s you.”

“Precisely,” Ada agreed.

“No one will get hurt, especially you?”

“Can you be more specific?” Ada asked, prevaricating. “What do you mean by ‘getting hurt’?”

“Oh, dear,” Maggie muttered. “I suppose I mean no one is going to lose life or limb or go to prison unjustly.”

Ada considered. “Then, I can say yes, no one will get hurt, especially me. So how do I find a trustworthy man willing to act a role? Your connections are greater than mine.”

“I’ll have to ask John.”

As Ada’s eyes widened in alarm, Maggie calmed her. “Don’t worry. He knows everyone, and he won’t mind helping as long as no one will get hurt. It sounds as though you intend to help someone who wouldn’t otherwise take the help of a woman, am I right?”

“Something like that.” Actually, nothing like that, Ada thought.

But Maggie was sipping her tea and wearing a dreamy expression.

“Wouldn’t it be frightfully romantic if you fall in love with either the counterfeit man, or the other one, the individual he’ll meet with?”

Ada recoiled. “No!”

Maggie shrugged. “All right. Don’t look so alarmed. I am sensing this isn’t about romance.”

“No,” Ada repeated. “This has nothing to do with an affair of the heart.”

In fact, she had to keep her heart utterly detached for the rest of her plan to work.

This was all about cold, hard vengeance.
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“As easy as falling out of bed,” said the man whom Lord Cambrey, Maggie’s husband, sent a week later.

Ada was extremely grateful to meet the discreet Mr. Clive Brunnel, an innocuous man of indeterminate age, with an accent marking him as well-educated and an open, trustworthy face. No scars or pox marks visible, either. In a word, perfect for the job.

However, she didn’t see her plan as easy. To her, it was complicated and scary. What’s more, the time to act was imminent, since she’d found out Lord Alder was asking about potential money-making businesses.

How incredibly fortuitous! She had thought getting the despicable viscount interested in his own financial ruin would be difficult. Then she’d come to London only to find he would make things easy for her, as long as she could steer him away from the Royal Stock Exchange, where she had no connections, and toward the London Stock Exchange, of which her father was a member.

Ideally, her liaison, as Ada now thought of Mr. Brunnel, would himself have been a member of the exchange, either a broker or a jobber. However, none of those men would endanger their good standing, or risk becoming defaulters, by taking purchase requests from a woman. Thus, Mr. Brunnel was a necessary go-between, and she’d told him to deal with an associate of her father, a jobber named Andrew Barnes, who would deal fairly with Clive Brunnel and not charge an exorbitant commission.

“Very well. You mustn’t ask me any whys or wherefores. You must simply do as I say.”

“Yes, missus. You’re paying my fee. As long as there is no bodily injury required, either to myself or anyone else.”

“Gracious, no.” Ada wondered what he’d been asked to do in the past but didn’t really want to know. “You’re positive you’ve never met Lord Alder or his family?”

“No, missus. I’m sure.”

“Very good. First, we need to make contact with him. Do you think you could encounter him outside of his club, perhaps seeming to be coming from a meeting? I envision you with papers and a satchel and look very knowledgeable. Perhaps we should get you some glasses.”

Clive looked doubtful, but nodded.

“Then you bump into Lord Alder on the doorstep of White’s and drop your stock reports and say something like, ‘Can’t make a fortune for a man if my investments are all on the ground.’”

He frowned.

“I’ll let you come up with that part, then. Simply find a way to sound successful in investing, and I’m sure he’ll want to speak with you.”

“Yes, missus. You leave it to me.”
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Michael couldn’t believe he’d gone from his carefree existence to worrying about saving the family estate in a week. After a second meeting with his father and the earl’s banker, as well as a private meeting with his own banker, Michael was well and truly committed to not ending up as a threadbare, former nobleman, living in a country cottage with a single maid and boiled potatoes for every meal.

Not to mention having his mother and siblings share the same cottage.

He was letting his imagination run wild with how far he could fall, but at least those thoughts inspired him to action. Nevertheless, he had no idea how the hell he was supposed to grow their accounts. He needed help.

Someone at White’s would put him on to the right person, perhaps a way to invest in the railways.

As he approached the inconspicuous set of doors, another man was exiting and plowed into him.

In a flurry of apologies, Michael realized what he was helping the individual pick up from the pavement were stock reports.

Fate had stepped in. Hopefully, the man was better with investing than maneuvering the doors and streets of London.

In very short order, he’d turned him around, and they were seated in the room for members’ guests.

“Should I be concerned you don’t have a membership here?” Michael asked Mr. Brunnel, watching the stranger push his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

The man shrugged, appearing unconcerned. “I know so many here, I come and go as I please without having to pay the yearly dues. Smart of me, don’t you think?”

Michael nodded, supposing it was how the rich stayed rich.

“Besides, if I feel like a little social outing, I go to Crocky’s. The Shark has enough excitement at his establishment. Better food, too.”

Michael couldn’t argue with that. Crockford’s gaming hall was elegant and served the finest in French cuisine.

“You are not titled, then?”

“No,” the man was quick to offer with honesty and a grin. Again, he fiddled with his glasses.

“Nor are you a businessman, Mr. Brunnel?”

“True enough. I have neither shop nor trade. I make my money on the market, the only type of trade I’m interested in. I’ve already spent years figuring out marketable securities, and it’s the quickest way to earn—or lose—a fortune.”

“And you can help me?”

Brunnel nodded. “That’s what I do.”

“Why?”

“Why?” The man pushed his glasses up his nose, then removed them entirely and put them in his pocket.

“Yes,” Michael persisted. “If you’ve made a fortune and can continue to make more, why do you work for others?”

The man hesitated. “You’re asking why I do what I do?”

“Precisely.” If Brunnel hesitated a moment longer, Michael would show him the door.

“It’s entertaining,” Brunnel said, offering a large smile.

“Really?” Michael wondered at his answer.

“Yes, rather like some men who spend their time at the races or hunting or at a pugilist club. I’d rather be dealing with stocks, watching them rise and fall. It’s exciting to predict and then see your predictions play out. As you surmised, I’m not titled, but I wield a lot of power by handling gentlemen’s accounts.”

Michael nodded and sipped his drink. “This offers you amusement, then.”

“More than that. I’ve made a lot and intend to make more. If I help you, then I get some of your profit as well.”

That made perfect sense. “How do we start?”

Brunnel frowned. “Ask me how I made my money.”

“I beg your pardon.”

Brunnel cocked his head. “I thought you might want to know.”

“All right, seeing as how you want to tell me.”

The man grinned again. “I read the newspapers, domestic and foreign. I see trends. I also read the parliamentary notes and upcoming acts and bills. All of this lets me know what’s going to be big. When I realized we were going to lay telegraph cables across the channel to the froggies, I invested in the raw materials and the know-how.”

Michael was impressed.

“I wouldn’t have the head for it,” he confessed. “You’ll just tell me what to invest in, correct?”

“Exactly so, my lord. In fact, I’ll tell you, then you approve, and then I pop over to the exchange and place the order.”

“And there are short-term returns? I need to see things happen within months or even less to begin with.”

“Certainly. How else could I prove myself?”

“Indeed. And how much will your advice cost me?” Michael braced himself.

“Twenty-five percent.”

“Ridiculous! It’s my money and my risk. I’ll offer you ten percent. Anything else is outrageous usury! Robbery even.”

“Hardly that,” Brunnel said, looking unruffled. “How about we settle on eighteen?”

“Hm, that seems as though it would offer you plenty of the amusement you seek.”

“It will suffice,” Brunnel agreed. “Remember though. You win, we win together. You lose, you lose alone.”

Despite the harsh sound of the man’s statement, Michael didn’t see how he had any choice. “Then let’s start winning, shall we?”

“Exactly so, my lord,” the man said again, and they shook on it.

After his new business partner left, Michael considered him. Turning the man’s card over in his hands, he wondered if he should investigate Brunnel a little. Yet, he’d all but promised to turn him a profit in a month. If he did, then Michael would trust him with his family’s future. If he didn’t, he’d beat the tar out of him for good measure and walk away.

It also put him of the mind to go to Crocky’s for a little amusement of his own before he visited his latest paramour, a widow residing in Belgrave Square. To that end, a few hours later, after his valet had spruced him up, Michael appeared at the luxurious Crockford’s on St. James’s Street.

In minutes, he was surrounded by the cream of British aristocracy, young men gambling fortunes in a blink of an eye. Michael swallowed. A few weeks ago, he would have joined them in wagering too much and not giving a fig. Now, he intended to watch more than play, spend his money on a delicious meal and some fine imported brandy. The women here were not for sale but were lovely, nonetheless, so he passed a pleasant few hours until it was time to see his lady friend.

He’d even won a few hands of piquet.

Feeling uplifted by everything he’d accomplished in one day, Michael fairly sprung aboard his carriage for the ten-minute ride around the north side of Green Park, past Buckingham Palace, to the widow’s house.

Every home at Belgrave Square was nicer than his own residence, a brick townhouse on Brook Street. This fact didn’t bother him a bit. Lady Elizabeth Pepperton was generous with her home, her food, her body, and especially her brandy. Her husband having succumbed two years prior to the fatal disease of old age, this young widow enjoyed the fruits of her short marriage to an aged man.

One evening at a private dinner, Michael had congratulated her on earning such a juicy retirement in the only way open to a woman. They’d gone home together that very night and had spent many enjoyable evenings during the past six months.

They would never marry. His income was insufficient to keep her, and she could never be faithful in any case. She’d admitted as much. With such a solid understanding, he could enjoy her thoroughly for as long as they suited.

Disembarking from his carriage, he was about to scale the three shallow steps to her darkly varnished door and brass knocker when he heard a woman cry out in distress.

Glancing to his right, he saw a vision of golden tresses wearing an elegant purple gown with a matching pelisse, both were the deep, rich color of a woman who’d left her debutante pastel years behind her.

Another woman, clearly a nanny, held a youngster by one hand and a shopping bag in the other. The packages strewn on the pavement were obviously the cause of the lady’s distress. Yet her carriage was already pulling away, perhaps heading for the stables in the alley behind.

Trotting the few yards between them, he was bending at the feet of the lady, collecting her packages, even before she could begin to do so.

“Thank you, sir. I’m afraid I had piled them too high, and clearly, I am no architect,” she said to his bowed head, her voice having an inviting, lilting quality.

When he had gathered everything in his arms, including a small carpet runner wrapped in brown paper, he looked up.

The expression on her face changed instantly from smiling, warm, and friendly to one of shock. Indeed, shock was the only thing Michael could think of which would cause her smile to falter and disappear and her creamy complexion to become chalk-white.

Perhaps she’d expected someone else, her husband even, and was surprised beyond all reason by a stranger.

“I hope nothing is damaged,” he said.

She merely stared at him with clear blue eyes, taking his measure.

He could not in good conscience pile all the parcels back into her slender arms.

“May I carry them into your home for you?” he offered.

“No,” she snapped, finally coming out of her daze.

Even her tone had changed remarkably from the softer greeting.

She started to grab them from him, dropping some and becoming more agitated.

“Please, I mean no harm,” Michael assured her. “I will simply get them into your front hall. Where is your butler? Why did your footman not stop and help?”

She glared at him, not answering. Walking around him, she reached her front door and thrust it open, tossing the packages she held inside, presumably onto the floor, before returning to retrieve the rest from him.

He bent and picked up another dropped bundle, hoping it was a large bag of tea or a cushion, for anything else would be damaged beyond repair by the rough handling.

Handing it to her, his gloved fingers touched hers. He watched, fascinated, as she froze, staring where they both held the package.

Had she stopped breathing?

“I believe you should have more household help.”

Meeting his gaze, her eyes were glittering with… anger?

“I believe it is none of your business. Nanny Finn,” she said, without looking away, “please take Harry inside.”

He glanced past the beauty to watch the other two go up the steps. At the door, the little boy looked back at him with large amber eyes and a curious smile.

Lifting his hand, Michael gave him a wave, which he returned.

The lady gasped again. Snatching the bundle to her chest, she turned and followed them inside.

“You are most welcome,” he called after her as the front door closed with a bang.

Hmm, what do you make of that? A hell of a feisty female. He wouldn’t want to be her husband. Except she had a delectable figure and pretty, rosy lips.

For all he knew, though, she was dull as mud and a harsh scold. In which case, no luscious curves and pretty blonde tresses would make her desirable.

In a minute, he was in his mistress’s parlor seated on her sofa, and her maid was pouring them each a glass of madeira. As soon as the servant left, Elizabeth locked the door and drew the drapes.

Just those two actions stirred his loins, anticipating what would follow. She joined him on the plush velvet seat.

“What do you know of your neighbors?” he asked.

Elizabeth raised her eyebrows questioningly.

“The family at number twenty-seven,” he clarified.

“Oh, Mrs. St. Ange. She recently moved here with her boy. I haven’t had a chance to meet her yet. How do you know her?”

“I don’t. Her packages were all over the sidewalk, and I was kind enough to help her. Odd woman, I thought.”

“Really?” She’d started to run her hand along his thigh. “How so?”

“Seemed both furious at me and petrified, too.”

Draping his arm around her, he drew her close, not minding at all when her hand brushed the buttons of his pants.

“What of her husband? Is he anybody?”

“No one at all, apparently, for he is dead. She is a widow.”

His interest perked, even though he knew himself a scoundrel. Here he was, holding a lush female in his hands, her fingers even then unfastening the fall of his trousers, yet he was fancying his chances with the sharp-tongued golden lady two doors down.

Setting his glass on the table beside him, he turned fully to his fine widow, dragging her gown up her long legs at the same time as he bent low to kiss the soft skin of her neck. As usual, the only thing missing was the delicious floral scent that had enchanted him three years earlier on the skin of a goddess.

However, as his shaft sprung free and he drew Elizabeth’s gown up to her hips to find she had nothing on underneath, Michael had to admit a willing woman with no expectations was a rather fine consolation.
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Chapter Four


What cruel coincidence had put Lord Vile literally on her doorstep?

Ada asked herself this as she turned the page while reading a fairy tale to her darling boy, and she wondered again while eating alone before preparing for bed and a good book of her own.

Alder’s townhouse, as Ada had discovered before returning to London, was over a mile away on the east side of Hyde Park so he hadn’t simply been happening by. Obviously, he was on the square to pay a visit to his current paramour, who lived a mere two doors down in the same terrace of homes.

Of course, she should have expected to run into him—in fact, that was the point of returning to Town. It was simply the utter surprise Ada found difficult to get over.

To have been caught unawares and off guard—it had been a blow to the calm and tough exterior she’d crafted.

Would it have made a difference had she some warning before seeing him? She wasn’t at all sure any prior notice would have helped quell the myriad of emotions which had assaulted her upon seeing his face. She only wished she hadn’t let her temper—and the instantaneous flood of rage—get the better of her. He must have thought her either half mad or a shrew, at the very least.

Alder looked the same. Somehow, his unchanged appearance had left her disconcerted since she was certain she no longer looked to be the same wide-eyed innocent who had blundered to her own ruin.

If she’d had any doubt of this, it was put to rest when he obviously hadn’t recognized her. Of course, Vile not remembering her was due to a variety of reasons, some unpleasant to consider. The night it happened, the garden had been dimly lit, he’d looked at her face for only a short period before he was pushing her onto her back as most of his interest had been beneath her skirts, and he’d walked away so quickly, there hadn’t been time for her to make any kind of impression. Besides, he had a flask of alcohol, and was thus bleary-eyed and foggy-brained.

In any case, she was so forgettable, that horrid night, he hadn’t recognized her from earlier the same evening, a mere few hours before.

Moreover, from the rumors, Lord Vile had so many women in the interim years even if she’d had three eyes, he was just as likely to have forgotten her.

As she sank into her pillows, book open on her lap, Ada could admit to herself a smidgen of gall. Her pride was well and truly pricked. Yet how disastrous would it have been if he had remembered her! For her plans to work, Lord Vile couldn’t think upon the young lady he’d enjoyed and left with no thought to the consequences.

No, she didn’t want him to recall anything about the previous Miss Ellis, when as the widow St. Ange, she would make him fall for her and become absolutely devoted, and then she would cut out his black heart.

Still, she wished she hadn’t encountered him before she was ready, as it had left her a little uncertain. Never mind. Somehow, she would use it to her advantage.

Opening her copy of Shakespeare’s Othello, she gazed at the wood-engraved illustrations, considering how one man could be so easily fooled by another into believing something with all his heart.
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Michael found himself thinking about the fair-haired woman on Belgrave Square. Too much, in fact, particularly when he was supposed to be focusing on the future of the earldom.

Today, he was meeting Mr. Brunnel and finding out precisely what his first investment would be.

“Guano!” the man said with enthusiasm.

“Guano?” Michael repeated. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“You don’t know what it is? Is that the problem?” Brunnel asked.

“Of course I know what it is. Bat manure,” Michael practically growled the words.

This was how he was going to save the Alder name? With the feces from a flying mouse? After a brief pause, he asked, “What are you playing at?”

“Not bat guano, my lord. Seabird guano. Peruvian, to be precise. You want a quick return, don’t you, to prove I know what I’m doing? This isn’t a huge-profit market, like silk, for instance, but it will give you results in weeks.”

“Why on earth do we want bird dung from Peru or anywhere else?”

“It’s presently the finest fertilizer known to mankind. Rich in nitrate. Hundreds of ships are pulling up to the southern coast of Peru, not just from Britain, but from Germany and America, too.”

Michael shook his head.

Clive Brunnel frowned. “You don’t want to invest in this?”

“Oh, no, I do. I’m simply surprised. I’m truly starting at the bottom, in the actual dung heap.”

They shared a laugh. “Indeed, you are.”

In a very short time, Michael had signed a note for the requested amount, and their transaction was complete.

“May I tell anyone else about this?” If the man was fleecing him, he would want it kept quiet.

Brunnel shrugged. “Tell whomever you like. Let your friends in on the stock tip and they’ll thank you in a few weeks.”

Encouraged by his answer, Michael thought he might tell Hemsby over a glass of brandy and get his opinion, if he had one. On seabird guano!
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“Yes, Mrs. St. Ange, just as you said. I told Lord Alder he could tell whomever he wants. And the jobber you recommended was courteous and fair.”

“Thank you, Mr. Brunnel. Please come again in three weeks’ time? We’ll see where his investments are, and then you can set up a meeting with the viscount to impart the good news.”

Ada saw him out, as she still hadn’t found a suitable butler. Having never set up her own household before, she’d had no idea the difficulty one had in finding staff. She’d interviewed two men who gave her an uneasy feeling, seemingly too interested in her not having a Mr. St. Ange, or any man in the house. Moreover, she hadn’t found even a footman to augment her carriage driver. And even he was only at her disposal a few days a week.

At least she had Clive Brunnel. The man was perfect for the position as he had a manner that instilled confidence, even if he knew no more about import and export than what she’d told him. He’d helped her begin the ruin of Lord Vile. Now, it was her turn to take the bull by the horns. To that end, she decided to befriend his current paramour.

This turned out to be easily done. After all, very little investigation beforehand and the good fortune of a home becoming available at Belgrave Square had put the woman within a few doors.

To live so close to where Lord Vile practiced his profligate ways might have seemed a smack in Ada’s face if she hadn’t intended to use it to insinuate herself into his life.

His mistress could be an easy means of ending up in his company, depending on how openly they flaunted their relationship. For instance, she knew Lady Pepperton liked to host dinner parties, and her escort for the past half-year had nearly always been Lord Vile.

As if out for a stroll, Ada left her calling card with the widow’s butler. Observing the sandy-haired fellow, she couldn’t help wondering where Lady Pepperton had found him. A good age, neither too young nor too old, the butler didn’t feel threatening, plus he undoubtedly could still carry packages and move furniture without groaning about his back.

“Do you wish to wait, madam, while I take your card to her? Her ladyship is at home.”

“No, thank you. I would never do so uninvited. I live two doors down. Give her my card, and we shall meet when mutually convenient if she wishes. Please tell her I said precisely that.”

Ada wandered home for some soothing milky tea since her heart was beating hard at her boldness. Taking her card over with no expectations was one thing. However, staying for an audience with Lady Pepperton would have marked her as vulgar indeed.

Entering her own gorgeous home, she almost wished she’d feigned a dead aristocratic husband instead of a humble yet wealthy businessman. However, if she’d returned to London as Lady Such-and-Such, eyebrows would have raised and many of the ton would have started digging. They didn’t like newcomers popping up out of nowhere into their esteemed ranks.

As Mrs. St. Ange, though, she was of no threat and of no particular interest. In other words, invisible. London society would leave her alone except for her own outreaching toward them. Her wealth would help open many doors. To that end, Ada hoped Lady Pepperton would want to meet her at least as a neighbor.

Surprisingly, it happened within hours. A footman walked the two doors down with an invitation to dinner that very evening.

Strange, Ada thought, that the woman had no plans, but then, by inviting her on such short notice, Lady Pepperton must have assumed she had none either.

Since it was dark, Ada had her driver escort her, walking by her side the few steps between her door and the widow’s, and then she dismissed him for the night. She would brave the return trip by herself with a quick dash.

She was welcomed inside by the same butler, who also took her cape and showed her into a well-appointed drawing room. Elegant, understated, it looked in many ways similar to Ada’s choices in color and style, except there were simply more things. More bric-a-brac and paintings, more rugs and candles.

“My new neighbor,” Lady Pepperton exclaimed as she entered, wearing an exquisite buttery yellow brocade gown that hugged her tall and curvaceous figure while the full pleated skirts cinched to an impossibly tiny waist.

Ada felt almost frumpy, inches shorter as she was and wearing a subdued shade of dove gray. However, the lady made her feel like an honored guest, taking both her hands and kissing each of her cheeks.

“Another widow on my block! And not an old stuffy one, either. I’m thrilled.”

She sounded as though she meant it.

“Thank you for inviting me to dinner, my lady.”

“Oh, you must stop that at once. We are going to be friends, I just know it. Two women of independent means. What matters if I married a lord? You must call me Elizabeth, I insist.”

“Very well. And you must call me Ada.”

Elizabeth laughed good-naturedly.

“Oh, I’m not laughing at you,” she clarified when Ada looked on in confusion. “Your name is simply so short in comparison.”

Shrugging slightly, Ada confessed, “I was meant to be Ada Kathryn after my grandmother, but it was such a mouthful, very soon after my birth, my mother shortened it to Ada Kate. My friends shortened it even further to Ada, which suits me fine.”

“Perfect!” The widow was a happy person, and everything Ada said or did all evening invoked the same response, starting with her choice of beverage.

“Madeira or sherry?”

“Maderia, if you please,” Ada said.

“Perfect!”

And thus it went, throughout a half hour tête-à-tête in which they got to know each other, or at least Ada’s falsified story of true love and loss. Elizabeth didn’t even attempt a pretense of having loved Lord Pepperton.

“He was a necessary means to an end,” she admitted, gesturing around herself at the “end” result. “What’s more, Lyle didn’t mind a bit. He had already married and had no issue. His wife was long dead. I was a decoration and a comfort for his last years, and I never cuckolded him during our two years together.”

She said it so matter-of-factly, Ada didn’t even take offense at the impropriety of it.

“I knew there’d be plenty of time for amusing myself in that regard after he passed.”

Oh dear! Ada had never had an acquaintance who spoke so plainly about such a topic before. What’s more, Lord Vile was Elizabeth’s latest amusement. Later, in private, Ada would consider the emotions brought up by such a strange situation. They had kissed the same man. They’d both done a great deal more than kiss him, too.

For now, she would use it as the perfect opening to bring the conversation around to the lady’s paramour. The bullseye for her arrow of retribution.

“Do you intend to marry again?”

Elizabeth immediately shook her head, her dark waves of hair ruffling as she did.

“I have no intent in that regard. Why should I? I have money enough to last, absolute freedom, and my choice of lovers.”

Ada felt her cheeks heat up. Lovers!

“What about you? You have been a widow you said for two years. Do you want to marry again?” Elizabeth waited expectantly.

“No, I suppose I don’t.” In fact, Ada couldn’t imagine saddling herself with a domineering male. Currently, everything was exactly to her liking, and she answered to no one. Yet, she doubted she would feel the same in Elizabeth’s shoes, without a child. Harry had given her purpose, along with her deep-seated desire for revenge.

“You amuse yourself, as you said, with… with available gentlemen?” Good God, Ada couldn’t believe she was asking such a question, but she had to get the conversation to Lord Vile.

Elizabeth nodded. “Exactly so. And since I’m widowed and my paramours are always unmarried, we can go out in polite society and are welcomed practically anywhere.”

“Paramours?” Ada emphasized the “s” and then felt like a country bumpkin instead of the sophisticated London woman she’d wanted to project. “Forgive me,” she added at once.

Elizabeth only laughed, a lovely sound from a lovely woman, and while Ada admitted she liked this lady, she also felt her self-esteem sinking. How could she ever compete with Lady Pepperton, steal Michael Alder from her, and crush his heart—if he had one—under her satin slipper? Or at least crush his pride?

Moreover, how would she make a move at all if this woman became her friend? She wouldn’t want to hurt her in order to hurt Lord Vile. She’d hoped for a hard-hearted, brittle vixen who wouldn’t give a fig if Michael Alder left her for another.

Truly, Ada felt her head was becoming muddled.

“Do you know something?” Elizabeth said when they were seated at one end of her glossy, cherry-wood dining table with bowls of light broth before them. “I think finding your own bit of amusement would do you a world of good if you’ve simply been in mourning and grieving. And how old is your little one?”

“My son is two and a half years old.”

“Perfect,” Elizabeth said again, with less enthusiasm. “I never wanted children. My mother died from trying to produce another for my father when there were already three of us. Plus, I’m too selfish.”

Delicately tipping back her glass of wine, she sipped.

“Shall I help you find someone with whom you may keep company? I have a wonderful companion currently, and he knows many people.”

Ada felt a frisson of discomfort.

“Truthfully, I have heard of your association with Lord Alder. I wouldn’t want to deceive you. Are you in love with him?”

If her bold question disturbed her ladyship, she showed no sign. Yet she sighed heavily.

“I wish I were. As I said, not in order to marry, which holds no appeal, but I have never been in love. I would very much like to try it, as long as I don’t get hurt. And who can guarantee such a thing?”

Lady Pepperton spooned the soup slowly, thinking, while Ada considered her own youthful obsession with Michael Alder. If she hadn’t taken an instant liking to him, then she might have been open to one of the other men she’d met during her Seasons.

“I suppose I’m a coward,” Elizabeth continued, “but I’m having entirely too much enjoyment to care. Besides, I can’t fall in love when I’m thinking of who else is out there. There’s always another paramour around the corner.”

She laughed heartily at her own words, and Ada couldn’t help joining in.

“Not wanting to deceive you either,” Elizabeth added, “Lord Alder mentioned running into you outside your door, and I told him your name. I hope you don’t mind.”

They’d been talking of her already. How odd and also fortunate.

“I don’t mind at all.” Though she mustn’t let all this frank and interesting talk dissuade her from moving her plan forward. Especially now she knew Elizabeth’s heart was not invested.

“How did you meet?” Ada asked.

“Alder? At a dinner. In fact, I should throw one. I haven’t in weeks. I will invite you, of course, and there’s another new tenant of the square. He’s older than us but not too old. I believe his family is from Cornwall. I’ll send my card around there first thing in the morning. Who else? Two other singles and another couple should do the trick. We’ll have both a little uncertainty amongst you single eligibles, as well as some safe steadiness with us confirmed couples. And there’ll be no one frightening, I promise you, like awful gossipy Lady Turnandy. I tell you, that one is a nightmare.”

And Elizabeth launched into a story of how the older woman with the morals of a saint tried to blackball Lady Pepperton from polite society.

“I’m so much more interesting than she is,” Elizabeth said without an ounce of hubris, “she found herself thwarted at every turn and facing me at every dinner or ball which I cared to attend. It was perfect! Anyway, we won’t have any of her type at our dinner.”

Thus, with very little nudging, Elizabeth set about creating exactly the sort of soirée Ada had hoped for. Lord Vile would attend. Undoubtedly, he would drink too much and be easily enticed if Ada wore a fashionably low-cut gown. She had two assets she was confident he would admire, if nothing else.

By the time she left after a delightful meal and good company, Ada congratulated herself how things were falling into place. Moving swiftly along the dark sidewalk, she was nearly at her own steps when a voice called out to her.

“You there! Mrs. St. Ange!”

She wouldn’t have stopped if the man hadn’t known her by name. With the hair on the nape of her neck prickling, Ada turned, already knowing who it was. Obviously, Lord Alder had only just alighted from the carriage that had glided past her. Then, for some reason, he’d come straight after her.

“Our favorite meeting place,” he remarked.

Ada tried not to sneer at his supposed wit.

“Do I know you?” she asked blankly.

His friendly expression dimmed. There, that took him down a notch. He seemed to think she should have remembered him. Ha! She tilted her chin.

“Well, no, not really,” he said. “I helped you with your packages the other day. That was me.”

“Indeed,” she said, looking him up and down. “Yes, that was you.”

If he was waiting for a thank you, he would stand there all night.

“I saw you walking by yourself, and thought I would make sure you reached your home safely.”

She made a great show of looking behind her, to her own front door a few yards away.

“I would be inside by now if you hadn’t stopped me.”

He nodded. “Yes. True. I’m Michael Alder, by the way.”

“Yes, I know.”

Did he just puff up his chest as if pleased?

“I had dinner with your… friend,” she clarified. “She mentioned you.”

“My friend?” He frowned. “Oh, you mean Lady Pepperton. Yes, my friend! She had you over for dinner? I wasn’t aware. And why should I be? Good thing I didn’t arrive any earlier and interrupt.”

“Good thing,” Ada agreed.

“On the other hand, I would have been pleased to see you off the street.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Lord Vile coughed. “I meant simply I could have seen you properly. More of you, I mean. In better lighting.”

She said nothing, as she had nothing to add. He was a buffoon at this point. What had she ever seen in him? How had she thought him remarkable in any way?

“If you’ll excuse me.” She turned toward her doorway. “We’ll meet again.”

“Why do you say that?” he called after her. “Are you a soothsayer?”

Again, he was trying to be droll.

“Indeed,” she said again, hoping he was half insulted yet intrigued by her disinterest.

“Good night, Lord Alder,” she added and slipped inside.

Once safely in the foyer, she leaned against the door and closed her eyes. Her heart was thumping like a captured rabbit, but she couldn’t help the smile upon her lips.

In a very few nights, she would be sitting down to a meal with the vile viscount. In front of Elizabeth, she would be cordial, but to him, she would remain cool and, with any luck, alluring.

And if she couldn’t tempt him away from his mistress, then there was always the next plan, as soon as she thought of one.
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Chapter Five


Michael was baffled. He’d never had a woman react to him quite so coolly as this one. And he wasn’t even trying to woo her into his bed. He was simply being nice to her, picking up her damned packages and making sure she stayed safe on the streets of London.

The diminutive blonde was most probably safe anywhere she went, with her shield of icy indifference. Who could penetrate that?

“Indeed!” he mimicked in a singsong voice as he entered Elizabeth’s abode, tossing his coat and gloves onto the table in the front hall.

She greeted him with a kiss to both his cheeks and then drew her arm through his as she directed him upstairs. Apparently, tonight, they would be in her bedroom. This meant no leisurely conversation, no meal.

“Is there brandy upstairs?”

“Of course,” she said, sounding distracted. “I’m having a dinner party in four, no, in five nights. That will give me time to prepare and to ensure I get the guests I want.”

She was speaking to him but looking ahead, lost in her own thoughts.

What if he was busy that night? Had she considered that? After all, she hadn’t even invited him properly.

“Am I invited?”

Elizabeth stopped in the middle of the staircase. “Don’t be absurd. Of course, you’re invited. Why, I wouldn’t have it without you.”

Good, he thought, as they finished the trek to her room. For a minute there, he wondered if she would be equally as happy being a solo hostess for her soirée.

“Without your presence,” she added, falling back onto the four-poster bed, “I wouldn’t shine nearly as brightly. When you show everyone how you adore me, it makes me appear utterly scrumptious.”

He was her foil apparently. She didn’t want him there for his scintillating dinner conversation, merely to boost her own ego.

“And who would flirt with the female guests during the cocktails and converse after dinner with the men over cigars?” he added, feeling sulky.

Most parties were not for him. Too many of the ton looked askance at his years of misbehaving. However, Elizabeth’s guests would be tolerant of him, or he knew she wouldn’t invite them.

His mistress began to remove her clothing, starting with her slippers.

“Darling, you are essential at one of my soirées, like fine wine.”

He shrugged, feeling appeased.

“Or like the perfect serving platter or cut of meat. Absolutely essential.”

Now, she’d gone too far.

“I say, Elizabeth, you make me sound like an object on your party list, rather than your partner.”

“My partner?” She sounded stunned. However, she looked divine. Naked, she lay atop the satin counterpane, clutching her silk shift over her body. Unfortunately, nothing in him stirred.

She frowned. “I had never thought of us as partners.”

“No?” he asked.

“No. And you do?” She stared at him, both brows raised.

Admittedly, he didn’t. “Not usually, I suppose. Now that you mention it, not at all. Yet for a party, I am your gentleman companion, your cohost, am I not? Others might think of us as partners.”

“Everyone knows it’s my home.”

“We could have the party at my townhouse.”

She laughed. “Impossible, darling. I want to invite my new friend. Why should Mrs. St. Ange travel across the city to see me at your place?”

“I see.” Suddenly, the party was becoming more interesting. Still, Michael didn’t want to appear less than a successful viscount in front of Mrs. St. Ange. He didn’t even know why. “Because of her attendance, I have to look like a kept man who can’t afford to throw a party at my own house?” He knew he sounded childish.

“What on earth are you saying?” Elizabeth cocked her head at him. “Besides, it’s not only her. I have another new neighbor I am inviting, and I intend to do a little matchmaking.”

That didn’t sit well with him either. As if he and Elizabeth were an old married couple, his paramour intended to help other people form love matches.

Maybe six months was too long to be with someone he had no intention of marrying. Perhaps he ought to be considering a little matchmaking for himself.

“You look peevish. Don’t say you’re not coming to my dinner.” Elizabeth stopped hiding her body and set the shift beside her.

He would attend, if only to see how Mrs. St. Ange behaved around other people, for he couldn’t believe she could be so abrupt and surly with everyone. More than that, he wanted to see her indoors, without a hat and cape, and in lamplight.

Would she allow Elizabeth to match her with someone? He could hardly give that credence.

“Of course, I’ll be there.”

Then Michael focused on the irresistible creature before him, except he could resist her and without any effort.

“What you mistake for peevishness is actually a headache,” he confessed. “I apologize. I shall see myself out. Send word of the date and time, and I’ll be there.”

With a sense of satisfaction whose origin he couldn’t identify, perhaps self-denial, he left.
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Holding Harry in her arms until her back ached, Ada finally put her boy down. Using him as an excuse not to leave for the widow’s dinner could only work for so long. Nanny Finn was waiting for her charge, and Ada’s maid, Lucy, was waiting to put the finishing touches on her appearance.

She dropped to her knees in front of the boy, hearing Lucy gasp with dismay. Any creases would have to be removed, maybe the whole gown changed if she ruined it. She didn’t care. With Harry’s gorgeous eyes, so like his father’s, staring at her adoringly, she gazed back at him with equal adoration.

“Mama.”

“Harry,” she replied. They did this often, stating each other’s place in the world and then laughing. She had no idea why it delighted the boy but, as usual, he chuckled.

Kissing his soft cheek, she thanked God for him as she always did.

“I love you, my little man. Will you be good for Nanny?”

He nodded.

Squeezing him tightly against her, not minding when his little fingers got caught up in her lace fichu, which he pulled away from her as she set him free, Ada then stood and let the disapproving maid tidy her up.

“Good night,” she called to Harry who waved before taking the nanny’s hand and letting her lead him away.

Smart boy, Ada thought. He knew warm milk and chocolate biscuits were in his future. And what about her? A nerve-wracking performance at a dinner with strangers.

“The wrinkles aren’t so bad,” Ada said as Lucy tugged at the hemline to smooth the top skirt.

“Shall I get another fichu for your neckline, ma’am?”

Ada glanced down. The upper curves of her breasts were on display, but no more so than what she’d seen in the fashion magazines and in her brief time in Town.

“I’ll go ungirded,” she quipped, causing Lucy to frown. “That is, I’m fine as I am.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the maid agreed. “You’re more than fine. You look like a dazzling jewel.”

If only she didn’t feel like a bowl of undercooked porridge, all mushy with no firmness to hold her up.

“I’m ready,” she told her driver, waiting by the front door to escort her the few yards.

In a very few minutes, he was leaving her at Elizabeth Pepperton’s doorway, well-lit, and already being opened by the butler.

“What time shall I collect you, ma’am?” her driver asked.

If all went right, she would have an escort.

“You won’t be needed later.”

In the next instant, she was indoors in the warmth and light, and being led into the drawing room where people were already chatting and drinking. Elizabeth even had a violinist playing softly in one corner.

Ada took in all this in the span of a few pounding heartbeats, and the first person she made eye contact with was Lord Vile, who was standing next to an elegantly dressed couple. Something like the zap of a lightning bolt slammed through her. She didn’t even flinch, merely swallowing and letting her gaze roam over the rest of the attendees.

Then Elizabeth was moving toward her, arms outstretched, welcoming her. The conversation had come to a halt upon her entrance, so naturally the hostess took her arm and faced the other guests.

“Let me introduce you all to my delightful new neighbor, Mrs. St. Ange. Alas, she is a widow like myself.”

Then with everyone’s greeting still echoing in her ears, Ada let Elizabeth take her around the room to meet each guest individually. She knew none of them from her Seasons, and only the bachelor, a Cornish viscount from across the other side of the square, showed a particular interest in her. He was about a decade older than she was but had kind eyes and a surprisingly thick shock of blond hair.

Ada had absolutely no interest in him, unable to concentrate until she reached the other side of the room where her quarry stood. All the while on pins and needles, she was extremely glad of a glass of something red that magically appeared in her hand. She sipped it as she finally reached Lord Vile.

Coughing at the unexpected flavor of berries, she reached her nemesis with tears pricking at the back of her eyes and her cheeks reddened. Bother!

“Mrs. St. Ange,” Lord Alder intoned, bowing over her free hand. “Are you all right?”

Instead of the cool, sophisticated demeanor she’d hoped to project, she was spluttering.

“Fine.”

“Don’t you like my festive drink?” Elizabeth asked. “A cocktail, I’m calling it, like the Americans say.”

“It’s delicious,” Ada assured her. “For some reason, I assumed it to be wine.”

Elizabeth laughed. “Naturally. Where everyone else is serving claret, I chose sloe gin. Speaking of wine, I’ll go make sure my selections are already open in the dining room before we go in.”

The hostess disappeared from her side, and Ada felt the keen loss of her friendly camaraderie. She would face Lord Vile alone.

“We meet again, and indoors,” he said.

For want of answer, she sipped the drink again with better results. It had enough sugar to make it palatable. Two more sips and she was ready to engage in conversation.

“I am often indoors,” she offered. “You, however, seem to spend an inordinate amount of time loitering on the square.”

He grinned instead of taking offense. She wasn’t sure what she’d been aiming for, but his smile tickled her insides, causing an immediate resurgence of anger. She would not be charmed by him, not in the least.

Remember what he did, she reminded herself. How you had to sneak back to your carriage, a sticky wetness dripping between your legs.

“I assure you, it was coincidence,” he said. “I have other interests besides the sidewalks of Belgravia.”

“Truly? How do you occupy yourself?”

His eyes widened.

“A viscount, not yet head of your family,” Ada continued, leveling him with her stare. “No apparent responsibilities. Never married, no offspring. Why, it’s almost as if you haven’t needed to grow up, and thus…,” she trailed off.

After a moment of silence—perhaps he was stunned by someone finally telling him what a wastrel he was—Michael snagged a drink off a nearby table. He nearly downed it entirely before he put his unconcerned, affable expression back in place.

“You seem to know a lot about me. Or think you do. Tell me, have you been asking questions?”

Rolling her eyes, making sure he saw her doing so, Ada had her response ready.

“I noticed you answered my question with a question of your own. Thus, your richly full life with all its important interests occupying your time remains a mystery. As for my asking others about you, one needn’t do any more than read the dailies. The infamous ‘Lord V,’ as you’re called, is often in the papers.”

His smile had decidedly died, and his face was taking on a flushed pallor. No doubt it was her use of the moniker ‘Lord V.’ She’d heard he absolutely hated it.

“You shouldn’t believe all the gossip in the papers, Mrs. St. Ange.”

“Indeed, I don’t. Or I wouldn’t be speaking with you now, Lord Alder.” She glanced away from him. “I believe we’re being called to dinner. Would you like to take my arm?”

She couldn’t believe she was going to let him touch her, but decided it showed him she had no interest and that he didn’t affect her one way or the other.

His jaw clenched.

Inside, she felt the smallest of victories. More of a coup d’état than a coup de grâce, for she was certainly not dealing him a merciful blow with any intent of kindly putting him out of his misery. There was too much more misery she wished to deliver.

Setting her glass upon the sideboard, she waited.

What could he do? He would have to politely take her arm and lead her into the dining room or be viewed an absolute heel.

Still, Ada hadn’t expected the strange reaction of her body when he reached for her hand and placed it on his arm.

The scent of him, his warmth, his familiar face, even the width and breadth of his body, all filled her with agitation. In the blink of an eye, she was back in the gazebo, and an irrational part of her brain imagined him drawing her to him and kissing her in front of everyone.

By the time Lord Alder showed her to her seat, pulling out her chair for her, she wanted to gulp for air. Keeping her head down, she sat and didn’t even thank him.

Not a very alluring performance, she had to admit. She’d used all the vinegar to put him in his place, but none of the honey she’d intended to keep him off balance and draw her to him.

Sighing, Ada flicked open her white cotton napkin and settled it on her lap. When the ladies were in their places, the men sat. Naturally, the eligible, fair-haired man was seated next to her, as she’d already ascertained he was Elizabeth’s choice for her ‘match’ for the evening.

Be that as it may, when she had collected herself and looked up, Michael Alder at the head of the table to her right was observing her.

Do it, she told herself. Unsettle the blackguard.

Gazing directly at him, she lifted her lips ever so slightly in the smallest of discreet smiles, and then she winked.
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Blazes! Michael couldn’t stop staring at this beautiful, blue-eyed minx even after she’d turned to her dinner companion, Lord Toddingly, and begun to converse. No one had ever spoken to him thusly, nor ever brought up that horrid nickname to his face. He should be furious. Yet he wasn’t.

Her soft little smile and mocking wink carried with them a punch to his gut, as did her lowcut neckline without a hint of a lace fichu. Her bosom was on display, and he, for one, thought it magnificent.

However, Michael didn’t know if she hated him or admired him. Maybe she didn’t know, herself.

Whatever the case, a lot of sentiment was swirling around from someone who didn’t even know him. Someone whom he definitely wished to know better.

The lady on his right, one of Elizabeth’s acquaintances, said his name and snagged his attention with talk of cricket, which her husband to her right joined in. Soon, the whole table was debating the merits of George Parr over Fuller Pilch. Except Mrs. St. Ange and her dining companion.

She and the bachelor from across the square, to whom Michael had taken an instant dislike, had their heads close together, discussing something which, evidently, they had no interest in sharing.

This went on through the first two courses, punctuated by her lovely throaty laugh. Each time Michael heard it, he wondered what had inspired it and why it sent a message directly to his groin.

When he could stand it no longer, after the oysters and the mock-turtle soup and just as the fish course was being served, Michael addressed her directly.

“Mrs. St. Ange, how are you liking your new residence on the square?”

She paused a moment, turning slowly to face him, making everyone aware he had disrupted the flow of her conversation with Lord Toddingly.

“I find it very much to my liking. Particularly the helpful people one meets on the street. Of course, one never knows when one might be accosted by a ne’er-do-well right on one’s own doorstep.”

There, she’d done it again. In the space of two seconds, she seemed to praise him then disparage him.

“All the excitement must be on this side of the square,” Lord Toddingly observed. “I’ve had neither help nor hindrance since I moved in.”

And to his dismay, the two started talking amongst themselves again. Michael glanced down the length of the table toward his mistress, only to find her giving him a querying look.

Hm, could she see the storm brewing inside his head? He hoped not.

After the roasted chicken and the salad courses, they had sherbet and strawberries—disappointed, he’d hoped for a sponge cake with thick custard—and then coffee.

At last, he could stand. However, before he could get to Ada’s chair, her dining companion pulled it out for her. Michael didn’t fail to notice how Lord Toddingly looked down her décolletage. He would have been angry except he couldn’t blame the man, and had hoped to do precisely the same thing.

Sighing at the duty coming next, Michael had to play his part and lead the male guests into Elizabeth’s library for cigars and brandy. Undoubtedly, they would talk more of cricket. Perhaps one of them was knowledgeable about the stock market and he could learn a little more.

When they returned half an hour later, none of them wishing to linger too long away from the ladies, Elizabeth and her three guests were in the drawing room drinking cognac, which sounded like a fine idea to Michael.

“What has been your topics of conversation?” he asked, sitting next to his mistress for the first time all night.

The women exchanged glances all around and then laughter broke out. Instantly, his gaze was drawn to Mrs. St. Ange, whose cheeks had turned a becoming shade of pink, even while laughing.

“I see,” he said. “Gentlemen,” he addressed the others, “I believe they’ve been discussing us.”

“Pish,” Elizabeth said. “You are not our only source of amusement.”

“Then our sometimes-ridiculous behavior wasn’t on your tongues?”

“Maybe,” she admitted, and the ladies laughed again.

He was pleased to see the violinist had returned. There would be no coercing untalented ladies to play the pianoforte or, worse, sing off-key. He should have known Elizabeth was too kind a hostess to open up her guests to embarrassment.

Still, looking at Mrs. St. Ange, he couldn’t help wondering about the dexterity of her fingers or the skill of her lips. To sing a song, of course!

“What are you grinning at?” Elizabeth asked him quietly. “Are you glad we threw this party?”

He looked at her, the woman whose bed he’d warmed for half a year and knew it was over. Though he admired her, he didn’t want to be her partner in any way outside of the bedroom, and now, even that passion was dwindling. This evening, though a success in terms of everyone’s enjoyment, felt false. He could be any man she’d placed at one end of her dining table.

“I think you make a divine hostess,” he praised.

Her gaze held his for a moment too long.

In another hour, the evening was over, and as he knew would happen, he had to fight Lord Toddingly for the pleasure of walking Mrs. St. Ange home.

After the women had kissed each other’s cheeks and thanked Elizabeth profusely, they all stood in a small group in the marble-floored foyer. Maneuvering so he was the one holding Mrs. St. Ange’s wrap, Michael draped it around her from behind, feeling her shoulders under his fingers.

Did he feel her tremble at his touch?

Before Toddingly could offer himself as an escort, Michael held out his arm.

She stared at it.

He wanted to close his eyes and say a prayer. She could and probably would humiliate him in front of everyone.

Place your hand on my arm, he urged her silently.

She cocked her head, prolonging his agony. Then she looked at Toddingly, and Michael feared the worst.

“It seems our host is going to do his due diligence and see me safely down the sidewalk. It’s all of ten yards.”

Michael let out the breath he was holding and felt her delicate, gloved hand rest upon his forearm. He tucked it more securely and they stepped out into the chilly night.

“You needn’t have left Lady Pepperton,” she said. “Lord Toddingly would have seen me home.”

“As you said, due diligence. I don’t know him from some lady’s pet monkey.”

He was rewarded by her burst of laughter at his irreverence, and he glanced behind him to make sure the man in question had gone the other way around the square.

“No more than I truly know anything of you,” she pointed out after regaining her composure. “Anything that isn’t gossip.”

They were already at her steps. What he wouldn’t give to have her alone in a carriage!

“I protest,” he said. “You know I will pick up your packages.”

“I’m sure Lord Toddingly would stoop to pick up my packages, too.”

“Really, I’m not convinced. His nose is turned so high, he looks like a pug.”

Again, she laughed, and he thoroughly enjoyed being the cause of her amusement.

“That’s a lovely sound,” he blurted, hardly meaning to speak the honest words aloud.

Unfortunately, she stopped, both walking and laughing, and he knew he had to release her at once or appear extremely forward.

And yet, he didn’t let her go. Rather, he waited to see what she would do.

“I’m home,” she reminded him, staring up into his face and looking far less frosty than she had in the past.

He was beyond tempted.
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Chapter Six


At last, Michael let her pull her arm free, but only until he could place his hands on her waist and draw her close.

He heard her small gasp.

What was wrong with him? They were on the street, within feet of a brightly lit lamp cutting through the darkness. Yet, he was fascinated by her, drawn to her.

“Simply take a step back,” he advised her. “I will not restrain you. If you don’t, I am going to kiss you.”

There, he could pat himself on the back for his fair warning and then take the consequences. He hadn’t had the reputation of a man who enjoyed women simply dropped upon his head. No, he’d earned it. Woman by woman.

And right that moment, he was desperate to enjoy at least a taste of her.

She didn’t move.

Was she frozen with fright or disbelief?

The light was behind him. When he tilted his head slightly, it angled upon her face.

She appeared to be considering, but definitely did not appear frightened.

“I’m not going to move,” she said at last.

Triumph rushed through him, and he lowered his head.

His lips brushed hers, softly at first, and then he claimed her mouth more completely. As he always did, he breathed deeply, catching the scent of the lady’s skin. As expected, the distinct floral fragrance he remembered from one night in a garden was not evident.

It didn’t matter a damn, he reminded himself. That particular female had walked out of his life and never sought his company again. His golden goddess was, in all likelihood, overweight, toothless, and with ten ugly children.

After a few moments, they both pulled back. Before she collected herself, he saw it—an expression of stark surprise. It was quickly replaced by her cool neutrality, and he released her.

She lifted her fingers, and for a moment, he thought she might wipe her mouth. But she dropped her hand to her side.

“Due diligence,” she said to him. “Well done. Yet I believe your friend is waiting.”

With that, Mrs. St. Ange, looking supremely regal, turned to her own front door.

“Good night,” he offered, feeling abashed. He ought to have broken it off properly with Elizabeth before kissing this new widow.

When she slipped indoors without responding, he shrugged.

Turning, Michael strolled back along to number twenty-nine, his hands in his pockets.
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A bath! Ada needed a long hot one. Realizing the inconvenience to her small staff especially at this late hour, she couldn’t do it. She would wait until morning. Besides, it wasn’t as though he’d had his hands all over her body. She would scrub her face with warm water and her favorite Pears soap and brush her teeth with a large dose of paste from her favorite camphor toothpowder.

Once tucked in her bed, she sat staring into the burning coals. She’d expected luring Lord Vile into fancying her, longing for her, maybe even loving her—if that were even possible—was going to be unpleasant at best. Like keeping close company with a snake, she imagined, or a rat.

Instead, his kiss was as she’d remembered. Warm and pleasant, sparking something inside her that felt tingly and exciting. She closed her eyes.

No, no, no! It was all wrong. How could she enjoy the kiss of a man she hated? And that hatred hadn’t shifted even a little.

She would focus on her success, causing the horrid man to leave his mistress’s side to escort her home. From such a small thing as their brief walk, huge strides could be made.

It was only the beginning, she knew it.

Sure enough, by late morning the following day, a servant had dropped off Lord M. Alder’s calling card with a note scrawled on the back.

“May I call upon you at your leisure?”

Oh, you most certainly may, she thought. She was spinning her web like a meticulous spider, and he was flying in unawares.

First thing to remember was not to act in haste or appear eager. She would not even respond for a day.

Secondly, she needed to send a note of thanks to Lady Pepperton for the wonderful evening. If only Ada could dispel the qualms she felt about getting involved with Elizabeth’s paramour, but there was nothing she could do about that. Her plan had been in the making long before Lord Vile and Lady Pepperton began an affair.

In the meantime, there was Harry to play with, letters to write, visits to make to her friend Maggie, and staff to hire.
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The following day, after a midday meal at the Cambrey townhouse on Cavendish Square—during which Ada nearly burst with wanting to tell Maggie about her first kiss in years—she was at her writing desk coming up with exactly the right words to disarm Lord Vile.

On her third attempt, she wrote:

Lord Alder,

How strange that you should wish to call upon me given your association with Lady Pepperton! What can you possibly mean by such a request? Furthermore, she and I are on a path to becoming friends. Thus, the answer is no.

Mrs. St. Ange

Let him think on that!

Apparently, he thought quickly, for within an hour of sending over her note to his townhouse, she received in reply:

Dear Mrs. St. Ange,

I understand your concern. However, please be assured that my interests at present lie only with you. Lady Pepperton and I have broken off our association on absolutely friendly terms and with no wounded feelings. I await to hear when I may call upon you.

Lord M. Alder

Hmm. Ada would not respond in a hurry. She wished she and Elizabeth Pepperton were already close enough so she could hear from the widow’s own lips whether a break had occurred. Yet, she didn’t doubt him. He was vile but, as far as she knew, he was not a liar. Moreover, he knew how easy it would be for her to discover if their association had ended.

The issue, then, was how to proceed and how quickly. Two days later, she finally wrote back:

Lord Alder,

You may call upon me at eleven o’clock in the morning tomorrow.

Mrs. St. Ange

If only she could confide in Maggie what she was doing. Yet, because of her friend’s older sister’s prior association with Lord Alder, Ada couldn’t let her in on the plan. For without a doubt, Maggie would tell her to leave off any entanglement.

Thus, it was without anyone’s counsel that Ada waited on the appointed day, seated in her parlor, wearing one of her favorite daytime gowns in a rich coral color. She couldn’t read though she’d tried repeatedly, nor focus on anything except watching the clock on her mantle, knowing he would be on time.

Precisely at two minutes to the hour, she heard the clop-clop of horse’s hooves out front and knew Lord Vile would be on her doorstep in an instant.

Breathe, she told herself. Shoulders down, face relaxed, and hands purposefully not touching, lest she start fiddling her fingers with nervousness, she waited. There was nothing she could do about the hard and fast beating of her heart, except hope it wasn’t as loud as she feared.

Her maid, Lucy, answered the knock, and suddenly, after years of waiting, Lord Michael Alder was calling upon her. As he entered the room, she stood, letting the open book on her lap fall to the floor as if she’d been recently reading and not simply awaiting his arrival with mouth-drying nervousness.

This brought him over to her and to his knees to retrieve it. Exactly where she wanted him.

As he rose and handed it to her, he took hold of her other hand and bent over it, brushing his lips across her knuckles, lingering a little too long.

She’d expected this. Still, it sent a frisson of excitement skittering through her. Looking at his brown hair falling attractively over his forehead, she had to remind herself he was skilled and vastly experienced in the ways of seduction. Her defenses were strong, however. Indignation, anger, mortification, even revulsion at the man’s decadent way of living—all of these would bolster her.

He would get nothing from her but what she freely gave as bait.

Offering him a cool smile as if unaffected, she withdrew her hand slowly and dropped the book casually onto the couch. If he’d bothered to look at what she was pretending to read, he might have a better notion of her inner thoughts. Alexandre Dumas’s Count of Monte Christo was the quintessential novel of perfectly executed revenge, and Ada was finding it to be fascinating reading.

She’d been a little shocked to learn the novel’s hero, Edmond Dantès, even manipulated the bond market to destroy the fortune of one of his enemies. It was an uncanny coincidence, though her method of passing along advice seemed easier.

Looking past Alder, she spoke to Lucy, “Bring us a pot of tea.”

Her maid nodded and hurried from the room. Lucy probably intended to get back quickly to chaperone, but Ada would send her away again. She hadn’t crafted this hard-earned persona of an independent widow only to have her maid treat her like a green youth.

“Won’t you have a seat, Lord Alder?” Resuming her place, she gestured to a winged chair across from her.

Purposefully ignoring her suggestion, he sat beside her on the couch, with only the leather-bound volume of Dumas between them. Resting one arm along the back of the couch so his fingers touched her shoulder, he turned his body to face her.

“I should have asked if you would prefer coffee,” she blurted, then bit her tongue.

Drat it all! She sounded anxious, a little flustered.

“Tea is quite agreeable, until it’s time for wine.” Glancing around the room, he took it in with a curious, appraising eye. “I wondered what Mrs. St. Ange’s private residence looked like.”

“I cannot believe you spent a moment wondering about the interior of my home.”

He smiled. “I did. A woman’s sense of decor usually represents her mind and even her emotions. Don’t you think? Particularly her bedroom.”

Ignoring the last phrase obviously meant to titillate, she asked, “What does my home tell you about me?” It was the closest she could come to flirtatious talk.

“It is understated, uncluttered, a little stark actually, more so than I expected. Perhaps that is due to your having so recently moved in. Still, I get the sense you are not one to waste space on fiddly jim-jams and useless knick-knacks. You have belongings that matter to you and see no reason for anything else. Do I have that about right?”

She couldn’t help but nod. “I believe it is from having a child. After one sees the true importance of another living being, one who is solely dependent on you, then one tends to realize everything else is merely a ‘fiddly jim-jam,’ as you say.”

“I see. So, were I to sire a brat of my own, I might no longer want to keep my Chinese bronzes, and, of course, I’d toss my Ming porcelain into the rubbish bin?”

She smiled, imagining Harry getting his hands upon porcelain antiques. They wouldn’t last a minute.

“That’s a lovely sight,” he commented.

“Excuse me?” Whatever did he mean?

“Your smile. Like moonlight coming out from behind a dark cloud.”

She was experiencing Lord Vile’s flattery. How trite.

“Thus, when I am not smiling, I’m a dark cloud?”

He raised his eyes to her eleven-foot ceiling in mock frustration. Then he looked at her again.

“Let’s go back to useless knick-knacks. What do you think of ferns and seaweed? Do you collect them like the rest of the mad Brits?”

“I don’t.” Though Maggie had said her younger sister, Eleanor, was mad for ferns.

“What about taxidermized cats or squirrels? Any of those stuffed creatures in your curio cabinet?” he asked.

She couldn’t help smiling again, but shook her head.

“At least tell me you have a collection of bird’s eggs hereabouts.” He leaned forward and looked between his own boots to the area under her sofa.

The laugh that escaped her drew his gaze back to her face.

“I must confess, I like it when you laugh. Thus, I will make it my goal.”

“Your goal?” she asked as Lucy returned with a tray of tea.

“Yes, to make you happy and, therefore, laughing.”

Undoubtedly, he would have been shocked to know his words meant to cajole her caused her stomach to clench. He had brought her such misery, the idea his goal was the opposite nearly had her telling him who she was.

The maid poured them each a cup and stood there, most likely waiting for instructions to take a seat on the other side of the room.

“Thank you, Lucy. That will be all. I’ll ring should our guest need anything.”

The woman’s eyes widened, and Ada feared she would protest. Their relationship had always been informal since she was not nobility and they were close of age.

“Perhaps you can look in on Harry for me,” she added.

Lucy pursed her lips. They both knew Nanny Finn wouldn’t appreciate Lucy entering her domain or usurping her care of the boy. However, at last, she nodded and left.

“Stubborn for a maid, isn’t she?” Lord Alder asked, picking up his teacup and saucer. “Not used to your being alone with a man.”

She ignored him and reached for her own saucer. Tea, strong and sweet, was exactly what she needed to get through this first tête-à-tête with Lord Vile.

“You asked me what I do with my life,” he reminded her. “Let us also talk of yours.”

“Are you truly interested?” Ada didn’t believe him for a second. Getting under her skirts—or any woman’s—was the only thing he cared about.

He nodded. “Yes, why not?”

She could hardly voice her opinion of him, or he would wonder why she’d let him in the door in the first place.

“Why don’t you go first,” she suggested. “Since I’ve only recently returned to Town, I haven’t done much of anything except settle in here and reconnect with old friends.”

Instantly, she wished she hadn’t said that. He must never find out her best friend was Jenny Blackwood’s sister or he might suspect she knew him previously.

“My own life is not that interesting, actually,” he began. “You were right. While you were busy settling in, I was going to my club. I favor White’s. I enjoy watching cricket, and I’m not bad with a bat, if I do say so. Of course, horse racing and boating. I like art galleries. Recently, I’ve taken up an interest in investing.”

She clamped her teeth down on the side of the teacup, making a strange clacking sound.

He stared, but she merely smiled.

“What do you mean by ‘taken up an interest’?” Inside, she was crowing at her own handiwork.

“I am investing in markets through the London Stock Exchange. It’s new to me, I confess.”

“And you’re doing this for sheer pleasure?”

He laughed a short, brusque sound. “Hardly that.”

However, he didn’t elaborate on his need for financial success. She couldn’t blame him since no member of the aristocracy wanted to admit the need to earn money. In any case, she couldn’t push him to say more on the matter without seeming vulgar.

“I’m sure it is fascinating,” she told him, wishing with all her heart that she could go into the exchange. As a man, he had the freedom to do so yet didn’t bother. The injustice made her want to shake him.

Lord Alder shrugged. “Honestly, I’ll learn what I need to know, but I have someone else acting on my behalf. There are a lot of ins and outs, I hear, and a few wrong moves can lose a man his fortune.”

Precisely, she thought.

“Really?” Ada batted her eyelashes, which felt ridiculous, but she saw his gaze flicker with interest.

“Do you ride?” he asked. “The weather is fine today.”

She couldn’t really bear the thought of him poking around her parlor, unsupervised, while she was upstairs with Lucy changing for a ride through the park. Moreover, she’d have to summon her driver to get one of the carriage horses saddled properly. And while she felt comfortable being alone in the safety of her own home, oddly, the idea of their being seen out riding together didn’t sit well.

Instantly, she would be considered Lord Vile’s latest conquest as soon as people learned of his break with Lady Pepperton.

“I’m not dressed for it,” she pointed out. “Does it bother you being here, merely two doors down?”

His blank expression at last registered her meaning.

“No, not at all. Her home is not my home. Besides, Lady Pepperton shall remain a friend, and that is all. Come now, you’re not a debutante. You know how these things are done?”

Did she? Actually, she hadn’t a clue.

Keeping her face neutral, she offered, “We can plan for horses through the park another day.”

“Mrs. St. Ange, I cannot tell you how pleased I am to learn there will be another day for us.”

She wished she hadn’t said it. Statements like that wouldn’t keep him guessing, wouldn’t make him doubt his own prowess, and certainly didn’t portray her indifference as she hoped. Drat!

Then he added, “You are dressed for a carriage ride, if I’m not mistaken.”

Glancing down at her gown as if she didn’t know what she was wearing, she was surprised to hear him laugh again.

“And dressed rather beautifully, I must say. It seems a shame not to show you off.”

“From the inside of a carriage?” She might not know much, but she knew what could happen in such close confines. What’s more, she had no intention of putting herself in such a position. Not yet.

“We could take my carriage to the Serpentine for a walk,” he pointed out.

“It’s not that far to walk to the Serpentine and then take a leisurely stroll.” She would have to put on her sturdy boots. “There’s no need for your carriage at all.”

“By the time we have walked to the Serpentine,” he pointed out, “we’ll be tired of walking, don’t you think?”

Ada was confounded. Lord Alder was persistent beyond reason, but she was not getting into his carriage… unless…

“We could take Harry to the park.” She had thought to keep her son far away from his father, but Harry loved Hyde Park and especially the Serpentine. Even Lord Vile wouldn’t touch her whilst a two-year-old was in tow. Moreover, Nanny Finn would make an excellent chaperone. Meanwhile, she could continue to try and spark his interest. Keeping him dangling like a fish on the line was of utmost importance.

Lord Alder said only, “Harry?”

“Yes, my son. You saw him the first time you encountered us. When you wouldn’t leave my packages alone.”

“Is that how you saw it? As if I had a strange fascination with picking up your paper-wrapped bundles?”

He was teasing her. She could tell by the way the skin crinkled at the corners of his tawny eyes.

Then he stood. “All right, Mrs. St. Ange.”

Holding out his hand to her, Ada had to take it or seem unacceptably discourteous. He drew her to stand before him.

“I will go on an outing with you and your son, forsaking having you all to myself, but only if you will grant me a boon.”

Oh, dear!

“A boon?”

“In the form of another kiss. The first was very sweet, and all I can think about is tasting you again.”

If only he’d said such pretty words three years earlier.

“Indeed,” she said, somehow summoning the unruffled widow from within the nervous woman who’d only experienced the touch of one man. This one!

“Indeed,” he repeated, lowering his mouth to hers without further preamble.
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Chapter Seven


Michael had enjoyed the first kiss, though it had been a brief one. This time, he intended to make it last. With a hand on her back to anchor her close and his other cupping the base of her head below her jauntily braided bun, he claimed her mouth.

Almost at once, she opened her lips to his tongue. Not in a lascivious way as if she was about to suck him down her throat. Merely in quiet acquiescence to the sensations they were exploring.

He’d kissed many women, oftentimes while in a drunken haze and even more often, not giving a fig for who they were a moment later.

Presently, he was perfectly sober and fully able to experience the thrilling sizzle coursing through him.

Her soft, pliable lips didn’t go slack and unmoving. She tilted her head sideways so her mouth fit his perfectly, and then, wonder of wonders, she kissed him back. Her mouth moving ever so slightly, her tongue touching his.

This was not a kiss that led to moaning and tearing off each other’s clothing and doing the two-backed beast on her Persian carpet.

No, this kiss was like a conversation, two minds melding as their mouths did the same. A little give, a little take. Awareness of this woman allowing him a taste of intimacy and wanting to offer the same in return.

When the kiss ended, he didn’t draw back. No quip or jest came to mind. He simply rested his forehead upon hers, his eyes closed, breathing her in, and feeling extremely grateful she’d entered his life.

“Lord Alder,” she said.

Finally, he drew back.

“Yes, Mrs. St. Ange?” He stared down into her blue eyes.

“You are standing on my hem.”

Looking down, his boot was upon the bottom of her lovely gown and pulling it taut so she couldn’t back away if she wanted to.

He stepped back, wishing she had called him Michael.

“My apologies.”

“None necessary but accepted in any case,” she told him, looking completely composed as if a profoundly intimate moment had not occurred.

Moving away from him, she crossed the room to the bell pull. Then seeming to change her mind, she went to the door.

“I’ll get my son and his nanny.” Without looking back, Mrs. St. Ange left him, still standing there, staring after her.

“Due diligence,” he muttered the ridiculous term. What had just happened? And why, instead of feeling randy and ready to toss up her skirts, was he looking forward to spending time in her company at the bloody Serpentine? With a child?

In a very few minutes, he found himself in his carriage—luckily, he’d come in his spacious clarence—seated next to a portly woman, introduced as Nanny Finn. Across from him was the intriguing lady and her cute little boy.

“Harry, is it?” Michael said, trying to engage.

The boy grinned, then turned and buried his face against his mother’s side.

Mrs. St. Ange merely shrugged. “If he does warm up to you, Lord Alder, you will not enjoy another moment of silence.”

Was he supposed to look forward to that?

As soon as his feet touched the ground, Harry was off like a shot, running hither and yon.

“He has a lot of energy, does he not?”

“Yes, rather like a puppy. I believe most children are the same.”

“Perhaps most children should have puppies, then, to keep up.”

She nodded noncommittally. “I had a dog for companionship when I was a young girl,” she said. “An excellent dog he was, too.”

Michael imagined her with her hair in pigtails chasing after a furry friend.

“We had two cats,” he confessed, “and I don’t think they liked me.”

This evoked a smile from her, one of so few it spurred him to keep talking.

“Actually, I’m partly jesting. Though my mother did have cats, we also had hunting dogs, as my father used to have a lodge. So, not really pets, I suppose. My brother took to training them nearly as soon as he could walk. I never cared too much for hunting, neither fox nor pheasant, so didn’t spend time with dogs. By the time my brother started keeping a few as companions, I was already at Eton.”

They were strolling along the footpath toward the northside of the lake, past the Dell and an enormous weeping beech, when it dawned on him the last time he’d been to the Serpentine was also the last time he’d been alone with Jenny Blackwood. Though already married, her husband had been across the Channel, or so he’d thought. He’d asked her to meet with him to explain to her how his parents had ended their engagement behind his back.

Some part of him had hoped she would say she favored him over Lord Lindsey and even leave her marriage. Instead, the man had shown up to claim her right on the path near the cafe, and Jenny had never looked back.

He shuddered, recalling the dark days that followed, which became months and then a year of his life. Since then, a couple more had gone by, and suddenly, he found himself glad his father had given him a purpose, albeit one he feared himself unsuited.

“Are you well, Lord Alder? You seem distracted.” She didn’t look at him when she spoke as she was keeping her motherly eyes firmly on her son, despite the nanny’s watchful presence.

“I’m fine,” he assured her.

The past was where it should be. Now, he was here at the same place with an entirely new woman, one who stirred something in him for the first time in ages besides base desire.

In fact, he was surprised how enjoyable it was simply to be in the fresh air, walking beside the intriguingly independent Mrs. St. Ange, even while watching her son and nanny gambol ahead. The boy found joy in every flower and bug, and his nanny was young enough to keep up with him.

After Harry had returned to his mother for the umpteenth time to grab her hand in delight only to race away again on his sturdy little legs, Michael wondered if it was at all painful for her to see the spit and image of her husband.

“How did your husband die?”

Mrs. St. Ange hesitated for the briefest of moments, accompanied by a faltering in her step. He hoped he hadn’t offended her.

Yet, when she slowly turned her face to him, she looked as serene as usual.

“Lost at sea,” she said succinctly.

“Was he on a business trip as a passenger, or was he in the Merchant Navy?”

“Neither,” she said. And nothing more.

“The Royal Navy then?” he probed.

“No.”

He waited but, as if trying to milk a bull, nothing was forthcoming. Perhaps a different line of inquiry would yield better results.

“Your boy was very young when his father passed on?”

“A baby.”

He had never known a woman of such few words. Moreover, he decided he was being an oaf for prying when, clearly, she didn’t wish to say more. After all, the unfortunate Mr. St. Ange was dead and gone, and nothing could be done about it.

In fact, though Michael thought it a shame the man would never see his lovely family, for his own part, he was very much alive and happy to be in the widow’s company.

Would he be considered a full-fledged cad for benefitting from the other man’s tragedy? Inwardly, he shrugged. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.

When the nanny extracted a small wooden boat with a linen sail from a bag she carried, the little boy began to hop up and down with excitement. They all headed toward the water’s edge.

Thankfully, it didn’t have the strong stench it sometimes did upon the hottest days of summer.

“I keep thinking he should be in leading strings,” Michael said.

Nanny Finn shot him a look but said nothing. It was the boy’s mother who answered.

She wrinkled up her nose, which he realized was quite beautifully shaped, and said, “Most physicians agree those are not healthy for the child.”

“Really?” It was news to him, but what did he know of rearing children? “It seems less healthy for the child to run away from his nanny and get stomped by horse’s hooves or run over by a carriage.”

He was only thinking out loud, but Mrs. St. Ange’s expression of displeasure reminded him once more her husband had perished, and there were doubtless numerous worries in her head over keeping her son safe.

“My apologies. I spoke without thinking.”

“Indeed,” she said.

With the Serpentine at their toes, Nanny Finn gave Harry his boat, which he promptly tossed upon the waters. Its rough entry caused the sail to get wet, and very quickly, the vessel capsized, lying on its side, just out of the boy’s reach. He began to yell excitedly and seemed ready to jump in after it. Fortunately, the nanny had a firm grasp on the back of his blue jacket.

“Drat!” Mrs. St. Ange vowed, surprising him greatly.

When it was clear that Harry understood he mustn’t try to reach his toy, Nanny Finn released him. She leaned forward, arms outstretched. However, as her stature was short along with her limbs, she could do nothing.

“Lord Alder,” Mrs. St. Ange said, gesturing to the little boat and her now unhappy child, “would you assist?”

“Certainly,” he said, without even thinking, though for the life of him, he didn’t know what she thought he could do. He wasn’t going to wade into the water and ruin his boots.

At this point, the minor current from the gentle spring wind had moved the boat even farther out of reach. Staring at it, he considered his options. If he’d had a brolly, he could use the handle, but he hadn’t since there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

Across the lake and past the King’s Road—Rotten Road, as they all called it—the Crystal Palace stood as a beacon containing mankind’s progress and forward-thinking ideas. Yet here he stood, on the edge of a small, manmade lake wondering how to rescue a child’s toy.

Glancing around for inspiration, his gaze fell upon the oak trees nearby. Keeping an eye on the little boat that had settled about two yards off shore, Michael began yanking upon a smaller branch. It was tougher than it seemed and extremely bendy, forcing him to work it back and forth until, at last, it came free, and he ended up nearly toppling over.

Regaining his balance and, he hoped, his dignity, Michael approached the small group of three. The closer he got to them, the more his branch seemed to be a twig.

The Devil! It wasn’t nearly long enough.

Another look around yielded no further inspiration. After all, it had taken him a lot of effort to get the spindly stick. He couldn’t hope to rip a long enough branch. Probably one of the queen’s guards would appear and take him into custody for destruction of Her Majesty’s flora if he tried.

“Right,” he said out loud though talking to himself. Sitting down on the grass, he removed his jacket and began to pull off his Hessians.

“What on earth, Lord Alder?” Mrs. St. Ange asked.

Silently, he folded his pants up to his knees before rolling his stockings down and removing them. Rather humiliated by his state of undress, with his calves and toes on display, he continued without speaking. After all, when undressing before a beautiful woman, he was usually alone with her and about to dive into passionate ecstasy, not the bloody Serpentine.

“Are you sure?” she prompted.

“Yes, it’ll only take me a moment.” Stepping gingerly into the water, he prayed he didn’t see the carcass of some unwanted dog or cat float by.

Since it was an artificial lake, the muddy bottom was firm and not unpleasantly squishy pond muck. Yet the water was colder than expected. In three steps, it was up to his knees and his pants were getting wet. Blast!

The boat was nearly in reach if he leaned out. Suddenly, he heard horses and a man shouted, “Salutations!”

Turning, Michael recognized Lord Toddingly, Mrs. St. Ange’s fair-haired neighbor, upon a gorgeous bay. When he raised a hand in greeting, Michael did the same, though feeling a tad foolish from his position.

“May I be of assistance?” Toddingly said.

Without waiting for a response, he urged his horse, scattering both nanny and boy in one direction and Mrs. St. Ange in the other. The horse splashed into the water nervously, as most horses would.

It probably didn’t want to be in the stagnant Serpentine, famous for its impurity as a receptacle for God only knew what.

“No, I’ve got it,” Michael protested, knowing nothing good could come of standing at knee level with a large animal in water.

Not heeding him, Toddingly forced his horse to approach Michael, then circle the little boat. At first, its movements sent the boat careening away, but in another moment, Toddingly was on the other side of it and herding it toward the shore.

Meanwhile, all the splashing had soaked Michael up to his waist.

The deuce take the interfering twit!

As he strode from the Serpentine, hoping never to repeat the galling experience, Mrs. St. Ange was able to bend down and pick up the boat that had been forced to shore.

“Thank you,” she called out to Toddingly, who tipped his hat.

“My pleasure. A word of advice?”

“Yes, my lord?” she replied.

Michael’s annoyance increased at her deferential, grateful tone, one he had never experienced from her.

“They usually work best with a long string attached,” Toddingly said, stating the obvious as if he’d discovered how to turn lead into gold.

“Of course,” she agreed, gesturing to Nanny Finn who still held the string she’d pulled from her bag but not had a chance to secure.

“Ah, I see,” Toddingly said as he urged his horse from the water. Dismounting, he ruffled the boy’s hair, and Harry was staring up at him like he was a God.

Irrationally, Michael wanted to send the meddlesome lord back into the water with a fist to his smug face.

“So, you were a little hasty, were you?” Toddingly said to Harry, who nodded.

“I threw it,” the little boy said in the most words Michael had heard.

“Next time, let your nanny tie it up first, my boy.”

Michael sat on the grass again, drawing his stockings up his wet legs, hoping once he had his boots on again, he would regain a measure of his customary poise.

Before he had finished, Toddingly had waved the boat around to dry the sail but declared it useless, exchanged the bit of fabric for one of his monogrammed handkerchiefs firmly tied to the mast, and was attaching the string through a hole in the bow.

By this time, Michael had unrolled his wet pants, donned his jacket, and was standing, arms crossed, watching the proceedings. Glancing up, his gaze caught that of Mrs. St. Ange.

What did she mean by that raised eyebrow? An expression of challenge, perhaps?

“I must be off,” Toddingly said.

“Oh, must you?” Michael asked, still looking at her.

“Afraid, so, old boy. I’ve an appointment with my tailor. Henry Poole on Savile Row. But you must know of him, of course. Difficult as finding a sinner on Sunday to get a fitting with Poole, so I dare not keep him waiting. I can put in a word for you, if you like.”

Michael tried not to bare his teeth. “I have a perfectly adequate tailor, Toddingly.”

The man looked him up and down, taking in his sodden pants and crumpled jacket.

“Yes, of course.” Tipping his hat to the nanny and Mrs. St. Ange, and with another hair ruffling for Harry, Toddingly mounted his horse.

“Thank you again, my lord,” Mrs. St. Ange said.

“I hope you enjoy the rest of your day,” he said and rode off.

The man sounded like a bloody shopkeeper, Michael thought. Besides, how was he supposed to enjoy any part of his day in the state he was in? He was most definitely ready to end this adventure.

Yet Harry was already fussing to get his boat in the water. What’s more, the nanny complied.

Mrs. St. Ange approached him, and he was positive he detected a hint of amusement.

“I’m so sorry you got wet,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “And what a pity you did so and still failed.”

“Failed?” Rather a harsh word he thought for his attempted rescue of the toy boat.

“I mean, if you’d become soaked while retrieving the boat, it wouldn’t seem so senseless.”

She was right. Damn it! And, in truth, his pants were uncomfortable as hell.

“Plus, having Lord Toddingly swoop in,” she continued, “like a knight, I imagine he rather emasculated you.”

With that statement, she turned to join her son, leaving him with his jaw slack.

Emasculated? Emasculated! Could she be serious? He would like to show her exactly how masculine he was! In private. With her reclining upon a bed, lips pouting from being kissed, eyes begging for him to come to her, her bare skin flushed with desire.

Finally, she’d said more than a few words, and they were insulting!

What’s more, she expected him to stand there in wet clothing while her son played.

First things first, he drew his flask out of his pocket, unscrewed the cap, and took a healthy sip. At least he wouldn’t catch a chill. He used to keep gin in it but now preferred the smoother pleasure of brandy. He took another drink.

“I believe I will head home to change. I live on the northeast side of the park,” he said, gesturing vaguely in the direction with his flask.

Her eyes widened, and if he didn’t think it impossible, she seemed delighted.

“I’ll send my carriage back to take you home,” he assured her.

She shook her head.

“We’ll walk from here.” Her tone was definite.

What could he say? This was not how he’d hoped their first outing would end.

“As you wish. Goodbye, Harry,” he called to the boy, who, to his credit, turned and waved with a cheerful smile. He liked Harry’s face and his eyes reminded him of Michael’s own younger brother, Gabriel.

She said nothing until he said, “Good day to you, Mrs. St. Ange.”

Then she nodded. He paused. Surely, she could not be so rude. Just as he turned away, she added, “Good day.”

No “my lord” for him as for Toddingly. This woman was infuriating. Moreover, she plainly had some grudge against him. Even worse, it didn’t matter. He still wanted to be with her, no matter how she treated him. What a half-wit he was!
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Ada knew she shouldn’t feel so triumphant, but she did. After all, it wasn’t every day one got to see a nobleman in his bare feet or see him set down a peg. Yet that was exactly what had happened to Lord Vile.

Obviously, he had so wanted to be heroic in front of her and her boy. Not because he cared a fig for Harry, of course, but to impress her. Instead, he’d looked foolish.

The outing had worked better than she could have hoped. It had even driven him to drink!

Now, more than ever, because his pride had been wounded, he would attend her and attempt to win her admiration. And she would relish every moment of him doing so.
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Chapter Eight


As expected, within a day, another missive from Lord Vile arrived at her door. This time accompanied by flowers. Carnations and pinks, to be exact.

Having never received flowers from a man before, she admitted to a small sensation of pleasure. Even though she realized he’d done nothing more than send his servant to a flower girl on a street corner to purchase the sweet bunch, tied with a silver ribbon, he’d succeeded in making an impression.

The note was similar to the previous one, except more specific:

Dear Mrs. St. Ange,

Despite failing to retrieve Harry’s boat, I hope you will not hold it against me. I would like to call upon you tomorrow at two o’clock in the afternoon for a carriage ride.

Lord M. Alder

Again, he wished to get her alone in a small space. She knew he would kiss her and then attempt to touch more of her. Seduction was his aim, but she intended to hold out for his heart. At some point, she knew she would have to let him take a few small liberties with her person, and she was prepared for that, but not yet.

Tomorrow, he could have another small taste of her, and then she would abruptly be unavailable until after his next appointment with Mr. Brunnel. The good financial news would put Lord Vile in an ebullient mood, and undoubtedly, his black heart would open a little more to her, especially after a few days’ absence fueled by anticipation.

Lord Alder,

Given your reputation, a carriage ride seems the height of folly, and I am not foolish. However, I will be ready in my riding habit at two if you wish to bring a gentle gelding for me.”

Mrs. St. Ange

She certainly didn’t fancy trying to ride her own carriage horse, who was rather round in the withers and swayed in the backbone. If Alder didn’t have a horse for her to ride, then they would go for another walk. At least, she was getting exercise.

Before she knew it, it was time for her dinner alone with Lady Pepperton. The widow’s invitation had arrived the day before, and Ada saw no reason to avoid her new friend, merely because she was trying to destroy the woman’s former paramour.

In fact, their sociable association could only help.

“So good to see you,” Elizabeth said. “You look splendid. Come in, come in. Madeira?”

Ada nodded.

“Perfect.”

Soon, Ada was ensconced in the widow’s drawing room, her feet on a small velvet footstool, sipping red wine, and hearing about the breakup of Lady Pepperton and Lord Vile.

As far as Ada was concerned, Elizabeth had done well to be rid of him.

“What did you get out of your six months?” she couldn’t help asking, for it seemed to her this charming woman shouldn’t have wasted so much time on such a hedonist of a man.

Elizabeth stared at her as if she were two-headed.

“My dear, it was not about getting anything out of the association. Neither of us needed anything tangible from the other. I didn’t expect flowers and chocolates, after all.”

Ada felt her cheeks grow warm since she’d already received the former. However, Elizabeth didn’t seem to notice.

“The relationship was satisfactory in many ways. I liked having him come to me when I summoned him, I suppose. We didn’t talk about much beyond the weather and what we might eat. Nothing of importance because we both knew it was silly to invest too much intimacy in something that was never going to be a sentimental attachment.”

Given how Ada’s friend Maggie felt about her husband, John, or the deep feeling that bound her parents, Ada couldn’t fathom spending six months with someone only skirting the surface and remaining completely unattached.

She was firmly of the belief if she spent time with a man, and exchanged kisses and much more, it would be because she wanted to be with him forever. With the exception, of course, for her enticement of Lord Vile, whom she wanted to punish and then oust from her life as quickly as possible.

“I’m awfully glad your heart was not in it, and that you’re not sad.”

Elizabeth had a wonderful laugh, which Ada appreciated hearing. “I could never love a man such as Alder. He was too unreliable for my taste. Yet we had a very good time together.”

Ada didn’t like to think of their very good time. She assumed it was something akin to what had occurred between her and him in the gazebo. At least, he had seemed to enjoy it. She vaguely recalled the blend of terror and excitement, along with something unfulfilling and disappointing, and then the outright shock of what had occurred. What she had willingly allowed.

Ada definitely wouldn’t declare it a good time and was still surprised how women sought out the experience.

“So, he is unreliable and shallow, and yet you found him good company?”

“You say that as if it is beyond the pale. I assure you, Alder has some rather good assets. Why all this interest? Are you thinking of taking up with him?” And Elizabeth’s lovely laugh broke out again.

When Ada didn’t join in and, instead, sat staring straight ahead, the widow said only, “Oh.” However, her laughter stopped.

“It’s not what you think,” Ada began. How could she explain what it was? Simple revenge? Did she even want to? What if Elizabeth felt a sense of loyalty to her former paramour and told him?

Determined to keep her plan to herself and be truthful, Ada said, “I have absolutely no interest in him as a beau, nor would I ever want to have a ‘good time’ with him.”

Elizabeth took her measure, then nodded.

“Either way, I’m not bothered,” the widow admitted. “As I said, I could never love him, though I’m convinced I could have made him fall in love with me if I’d wanted to. If he’s capable of such.”

“He was once engaged to someone I know,” Ada blurted.

“Really?” Elizabeth looked intrigued, then she frowned. “He never mentioned it.”

Ada shrugged. “Why would he? It meant nothing to him, for he was the one who broke it off. Anyway, it was about four years ago.”

“Was it you?” The question came at her quickly.

“No, I swear it.” Yet she wouldn’t reveal Jenny Blackwood’s name either, for it was all water under the bridge.

“Strange,” Elizabeth said. “I’ve never heard a whisper of his close brush with marriage, but then I was abroad for much of the decade before I met my husband, rest his soul. Anyway, Alder’s behavior or his affaires de coeur wouldn’t have stopped me taking up with him. In answer to your earlier question, there was one thing I wanted from him which I hadn’t had with my husband, and Alder provided that perfectly.”

Ada sighed. They were back to the physical relations between a man and a woman, the mysterious act about which she couldn’t fathom what was all the fuss.

“You weren’t bothered by his reputation that earned him his nickname? His drinking and whoring?”

Elizabeth cringed at the last word. “I admit he drinks more than some. Though I don’t think it was gin or enjoying a few harlots alone that earned him his atrocious moniker.”

“No?” Ada felt a prickle of discomfort.

The widow shook her head, dark curls swishing about her neck.

“The bon ton doesn’t care overmuch about a little drinking or whoring, though the places he chose to do both did raise eyebrows, to be sure. No, it was his reputation for preying on gullible young ladies that caught their attention—and even made them fearful. Most of haut society still think it vile to seduce an innocent.”

“Of course,” Ada said, forcing herself not to let her mind wander back to that night, and the terrible shock of it.

“And it’s not even for the sake of the young lady,” Elizabeth continued. “Basically, everyone’s concern is the perceived theft from the future husband of the moment of deflowering. Also, of course, the worry someone’s going to end up with someone else’s bastard.”

Ada swallowed, unable to speak.

Elizabeth shrugged. “As for me, I guessed any man who could seduce a debutante into giving up her most prized possession must be quite skilled at making love.”

Ada wouldn’t ask if her new friend had guessed correctly as to Lord Vile’s skills. She could see the answer on her face. The woman had enjoyed herself. Then Elizabeth sighed.

“The only nuisance in the end of an affair is having to find another man. The tiresome search is on.”

Yet her expression, eager and even excited, belied her words. The widow looked all too ready to dive into the hunt.
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Michael brought Ada a gentle gelding as requested. Doing anything else would be ungentlemanly, and he was determined to be a gentleman in her eyes. Except when he was kissing her, as he intended, or bedding her, as he also intended though not that day.

Obviously, a good rider, she’d effortlessly taken her narrow skirts in her left hand, grabbed the pommel with her right, and placed her left foot in his hand. In the next instant, with his assistance, she’d sprung lightly up and into the ladies’ saddle, hooking her right leg over the pommel.

Patient and unmoving, she’d allowed him to secure her booted foot into the stirrup and even arrange the skirts of her riding habit.

When he glanced up at her, she was looking straight ahead while he touched her. Was it because she was moved by his touch or utterly unmoved? He couldn’t tell.

“Either north toward Grosvenor Gate or west to Kensington Gardens,” he offered as their route, “but I will avoid the Serpentine altogether, madam. On that, I will brook no argument.”

“Indeed.”

Seemingly, it was her favorite word for irritating him, being noncommittal, and giving him a set-down all at once.

When she said nothing more, he decided they would go west along Rotten Row, skirting the bottom of Hyde Park.

They rode in silence for a few minutes, which suited him fine. He was, as expected, on her right, which gave him a delightful view of her rounded bottom with the habit pulled tightly to her left.

“You cut a fine figure,” he said at last, keeping his voice down as they drew alongside the Crystal Palace and the crowds of visitors.

She wore a becoming riding costume of green velvet which he had longed to remove from the moment he’d assisted her into the saddle.

Ignoring his remark, she glanced to her left at the building.

“Incredible,” she stated.

“I agree,” he said, “but how do you mean?”

She kept her gaze on the structure. “That the builders could design and have it up in nine months. The size of it, the design. Never mind what is inside, though the exhibits are enough to addle the brain, I think the building itself with all that glass and iron is a marvel.”

“Again, I agree. How many times have you been inside?”

This brought her gaze around to meet his. “Four times. My father numbers Henry Cole among his acquaintances, so naturally, we were invited to the queen’s opening of the exhibition. What about you?”

“I wasn’t invited,” he said, hoping she realized his sardonic tone was directed at himself. For he’d done nothing in the world of invention to warrant either knowing Cole, who’d practically created the entire exhibition singlehandedly, or being a member of his inner circle.

“I suppose your father is also a member of the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures, and Commerce.”

“Naturally,” she said.

“I have not even sent a Cole’s greeting card,” he said, “though I have received one,” he added, hoping to soften the iciness surrounding her. “For this reason, I am grateful to the man.”

“Indeed,” she said.

He rolled his eyes. “Pray tell, why are you disgusted with me now?”

“Mr. Cole has done a great deal more than come up with the simple idea of a Christmas card!” she snapped. “Even now, he is developing a Museum of Ornamental Art at Marlborough House. Did you know he invented a marvelous teapot?”

“A teapot?” Michael bit his tongue in order not to mention that one could brew tea in just about anything.

“He’s written books, too.”

“Truly?” Michael had read a lot of drivel in his day. It seemed to him any Tom, Dick, or, in this case, Henry could write a book.

In any case, he had no doubt Cole was as smart as everyone said. Thus, Michael wasn’t about to bring up how much he enjoyed the exhibition’s handily placed public toilets. Yet, he had thought they were a treat. A penny well spent, in fact. The seat had been clean, and the attendant had handed him a fresh towel and a comb to tidy himself up while he was in there. He’d drawn the line at the shoe shine, however, as his own valet would have been insulted had a new coat of wax appeared on his Hessians while he was out.

“Shall we go in?” he offered. “I have a few guineas on me.”

Mrs. St. Ange raised her chin in the air. “I have a season pass, thank you. And no, I’m not dressed for it.”

He never quite understood why ladies in riding habits didn’t wish to do anything but ride while wearing them. Perfectly serviceable outfit, as far as he was concerned, but they couldn’t stand being without their poufy skirts and their bits of lace, he supposed.

On the other hand, it gave him a reason to ask her to go with him again. And in a carriage.

They rode along, surrounded by other riders, as far as West Carriage Drive, which divided the park from the gardens.

“Shall we keep going?” he asked. “Maybe all the way to the basin?” Where he would keep his boots and stockings on, by God!

Since she nodded amiably, they continued with their horses at an ambling pace. Once in Kensington Gardens, they left some of the other carriages and riders behind, and he started to think he might find a place where he could be alone with her for a moment.

In a small copse of sweet chestnut trees, with the pond just ahead, he suggested they dismount, stretch their legs, and let the horses graze.

She stared hard at him. Finally, she agreed.

“You shall have to assist me,” she told him, as if there was any doubt he would.

He got down off his horse in record time, secured its reins to a branch, and then was at her left side, ready to touch her again.

“Leg over the pommel,” he instructed, pulling her other booted foot from the stirrup.

“I know that,” she snapped, lifting her right leg up and over the high pommel of the sidesaddle. Then, with nothing to keep her up, she slid down the side of the horse into his waiting arms.

“Hmm,” she said, with her hands resting on his chest, their bodies not merely close but pressed together. She had nowhere to look except at his tidy cravat or up to his face.

With her head tilted up, it was easy. Michael pressed his mouth to hers.

“Hmm,” he mimicked against her soft lips.

She didn’t seem to mind being kissed, neither stepping back, nor pushing at his chest. He had to admit kissing her was different. She made him want to be cautious with her, a little gentle and slow. He’d bedded wenches and he’d bedded aristocratic ladies before, even a duchess! Yet he’d never felt the sense of carefulness he felt with her.

It gnawed at him, telling him she was someone he could—and should—cherish. How strange, considering she was one of the prickliest females he’d ever met.

Giving in to an impulse, he sucked her lower lip, grazing his teeth across it as he released her.

He heard her small gasp. Was it pleasure? Outrage?

Belatedly, he realized she couldn’t move since the horse was a hairsbreadth behind her. Bother! Maybe she hadn’t liked it at all but was simply trapped.

Lifting his head, he released her from the imprisonment of being squashed between man and horse by taking a step back. He certainly didn’t want to force her. Far from it. He liked his women willing and bursting with desire, and to his recollection, had never had one any other way.

Saying nothing, though her cheeks had pinkened, she skirted him, walking away, keeping her back to him.

The Devil! Had he offended her terribly? After tying up her horse, he caught up with her.

“Mrs. St. Ange, shall we walk at least once around the basin and then, if you’re ready, we can ride home, perhaps the northern path.” He would even deign to go around the blasted Serpentine.

Nodding, looking distracted, she didn’t seem to care.

He desperately wanted to do something for her, anything, to get into her good graces.

“I noticed you had no footman or butler to hold the horse’s bridle when you mounted. Are you having trouble getting servants?”

“As a matter of fact, I am.”

“Where was your driver today?”

“I don’t keep him full-time. And I’ve decided not to bother with a footman. What would he do all day? However, I would like a butler. One who is not disturbing in any way.”

A disturbing butler? Whatever could she mean? “No, of course, that wouldn’t do.”

“Exactly. I don’t want to feel menaced.”

Menaced? What manner of servants had she been interviewing?

“I will make some inquiries. I’m sure I can locate a capable butler.”

He felt her hesitate.

“No, don’t go to any bother,” she said, sounding mulish. “I don’t need your help.”

How quickly her tone and demeanor changed. She needed help but obviously didn’t want his.

Very well. He would do it anyway and send some likely candidates to her doorstep. She couldn’t stop him from helping. He knew many people and most likely, someone at White’s would have a suggestion. Even if he had to poach another man’s butler, he would find her a suitable one.

Feeling benevolent, he set about trying to cajole some small measure of warmth from her. And the best way would be to speak of Harry.

“Your boy reminds me of my younger brother.”

Again, her steps faltered as if everything he said either surprised or annoyed her.

“How so?” she asked in that manner she had of saying very little.

Never had he wanted a woman to speak more than she already did, until he met Mrs. St. Ange. From her, he would like to hear volumes.

“Peculiarly, Harry looks very like Gabriel, same hair color and eyes. I was six when he was born, so I recall how he was as a toddler, not that I took much interest. As most children, I had my own concerns.”

After a pause, she said, “Undoubtedly, there are many little boys who look like Harry.”

And nothing more. He would persist.

“I also have a younger sister, Camille. She is five years younger than I am. Now that I think of it, she is most likely about to have her coming out Season.”

No wonder his father was starting to worry over money. Tickets, gowns, and all the trappings and amenities could be financially oppressive. Not to mention setting money aside for a hefty dowry. Though with Camille’s pretty face, he was confident she would find a match to her liking, even if penniless.

She said nothing, perhaps thinking of her own Seasons.

“Did you have a Season in London? I’m afraid I don’t recall meeting you at any social events.”

She didn’t simply hesitate this time. She turned on her heel, obviously walking back to their horses.

Dammit! She must have had some disastrous occurrence as a debutante. Or perhaps she was shunned by someone at a ball, or maybe her dowry had been a pittance. How was he to know? And how could she still be so affected? After all, she’d ended up marrying the wealthy Mr. St. Ange and landing a large home on Belgrave Square, so why was she practically trotting to get away from him and some long-ago memory?

Catching up with her, he matched his longer stride to her furious marching until they were back at the horses. She untied hers at once.

“Assist me,” she demanded.

“Are you unwell? That is, I can see you’re physically fine, but—”

Impatiently, she attempted to mount the sidesaddle on her own, getting so far as placing her left foot in the stirrup. However, then she was faced with the task of getting her right leg over the pommel without needing to sweep it over the back of the horse. The apron skirt of her habit made this all but impossible.

Hopping on one foot, her other still in the stirrup, and the horse now getting agitated and moving, she snarled at him, “Are you going to help me or not?”

He’d like to tell her to go to the Devil, seeing as how she’d not said a single kind word to him. However, he stepped up, pulled her foot from the stirrup, and waited with his hands clasped.

She stepped into the cradle of his fingers and let him give an assisting lift. Soon, she was safely in the saddle, and before he could mount his own horse, she was urging hers into a trot.

When they arrived at her home, he hoped he could persuade her to let him know what had bothered her. However, as soon as they got there, she jumped down from the mount by herself and fled.

Astonished by her manners, he watched her open her front door, walk inside without a backward look, and slam it shut.

Indeed!
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Chapter Nine


It took Ada a day to recover from the callous cad. How dare he ask her if she’d had a Season! She’d simply had to get away from the man to prevent herself from attempting to do him bodily harm.

She’d hoped to have a pleasant outing during which she would leave him wanting more before refusing to see him for a week. Instead, her plan was in ruins. Not only had she run away from him, she’d been irrationally uncivil, as far as he was concerned.

If he didn’t ask to keep company with her again, she wouldn’t be surprised. But if he didn’t, then how could she break his heart?

If he did contact her, instead of not responding for a week, she decided to see him again. But was it doing any good?

Each time she was with him, she swore she would be enticing and even lovable, but then, as soon as she saw his handsome face, she would remember the entirety of that awful night. Especially how he’d whispered Jenny’s name when he was inside her. And then, the appalling wink, as if they were conspirators in some mischievous endeavor.

She cursed him in the privacy of her room and then wished she didn’t curse so much. Always over him, and usually daily.

Vowing to do better, Ada wondered if she should break the pattern of their interactions and be sweet as sugar. Could she do it?

When she didn’t hear from Alder the next day, she feared she’d ruined everything. And then a surprising thing happened, a man came to her door and said he wanted to apply to be her butler. What’s more, she liked him on sight and even more after they spoke. When he said the salary was acceptable and the butler’s quarters were more than adequate, she nearly hugged him. He was impeccable, except for one thing.

And it was a rather unusual thing. He was married.

Had she ever heard of a butler who was married?

No, she hadn’t. However, at present, he was her best choice, not to mention, her only choice. Moreover, with her servants’ quarters barely inhabited, Ada decided to offer an invitation.

“Mr. Randall, if you will take the position, then you may start immediately. I know you said your wife lives in Lambeth, but I see no reason why you should be separated, certainly not with the Thames between you. She may live here, too. If the room I showed you isn’t big enough, then you may choose any of the rooms that are empty, though I think that one is the largest.”

A man of neutral but friendly expression, for the first time, she saw his eyes crinkle with happiness and the smallest of smiles turn up his lips.

“Thank you, madam. She will be very happy, as am I. However, I believe you are supposed to ask me for my references before hiring me.”

Of course, he was correct. Reaching into the pocket of his coat, he pulled out a single sheet of paper, which he handed over.

She recognized the writing at once. Alder!

Barely reading it—“this man comes highly recommended, yet because of his wedded status, is having a hard time finding placement”—she knew he wouldn’t send someone to her home who wasn’t trustworthy, not with Harry there. She just knew it.

How odd! She thought him the vilest of beings when it came to his treatment of her, and maybe all women, yet she trusted his judgment in this.

So be it. She had a butler. When Mr. Randall left to collect his things and his wife, Emily, Ada did a small waltzing dance around her parlor. Maybe she would try to take tea with Maggie and exchange a little gossip.

Then she realized Lord Alder hadn’t asked to see her again, and like a deflated hot-air balloon, Ada sank onto her sofa.

Then it hit her like a brick. It was her turn to make an overture. Of course! To thank him for finding her that rarest of all creatures, the perfect butler, she would invite him to dinner.
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Lord Vile was punctual to the minute. She wished she could say she liked that about him, but there was nothing she liked about him. Or, at least, nothing she would admit to.

Regardless, she’d dressed to dazzle, as Maggie might say, for her friend was the best at dazzling a man of any woman Ada knew. Thinking of Maggie, she selected the rich blue satin over the more demure rose she’d first chosen, and then she left off the lacey fichu for good measure. Let her décolletage dazzle him, too.

Her new butler announced his arrival and brought him into the drawing room. If she didn’t think Alder was already cock-sure of himself, she would think he’d made a particular effort to look more devastatingly attractive than usual. And he’d succeeded.

Standing up to greet him, she allowed him take her hand and kiss it. He had a nice way of doing so, with dry lips and the most enticing soft caress of his mouth across her bare knuckles. Then he released her.

“Thank you for coming,” she said, feeling she might choke on the words.

“Thank you for inviting me. I see that Mr. Randall is already in residence.”

She could offer a genuine smile over her butler, and did so.

To her dismay, Alder froze and backed up a step.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, putting her hand to her throat. Could there be a small piece of lettuce from her light lunch in her teeth?

“No. It is simply the welcome appearance of your smile. And it’s breathtaking.”

A small bubble of pleasure floated up inside her at his compliment. She crushed it.

“A drink before dinner?” she offered. “What would you like?”

“I’m drinking you in with my eyes,” he said.

His ridiculous statement, so practiced and insincere, brought her entirely back to her senses. Thank goodness!

“Nevertheless, is there something you would like to have in your mouth?”

His eyes widened and a wolfish grin appeared.

“Now what?” she asked. “Have I done something else breathtaking?” She hoped her tone was as cutting as she felt.

“There is something I should very much like to have in my mouth, but, undoubtedly, you would find it inappropriate. At least before dinner.”

Frowning, she considered her words and realized her double entendre, though she still was in the dark as to what part of her he was referring. She almost wanted to ask.

Instead, she spread her hands, helpless.

“Since you made no decision, I shall make it for us both. We shall go in to dinner at once and forego any drink ahead of time. We can as easily speak in the dining room over our meal.”

“As you wish,” he said, with a polite nod, returning to good manners. Then he offered her his arm.

It seemed beyond strange, letting a man, particularly this one, lead her into her own dining room.

When they were seated, her staff, small as it was, worked like clockwork, serving the courses that her cook, Mary, had prepared. Ada had simplified from the many courses one normally served to a guest. Firstly, she wanted this over sooner than the normal two hours it took to get through appetizers to dessert. Secondly, Mary was less skilled than she’d indicated at her hiring interview. There’d been a few minor disasters, and Alder was the first guest for dinner.

A plate of prawns with a sprig of parsley was set before each of them.

A tad simple, but it looked fine, and Ada ate the first one. She chewed and chewed on the rubbery little morsel, washing it down with a sip of wine. Drat!

Peering cautiously at Alder, she saw him working his jaws manfully on the overcooked shellfish.

“So tired of oysters,” she commented and popped another shrimp in her mouth as if it were delicious. Then they chewed in silence.

After finishing most of them, Alder sat back.

“I’ll leave room for the next course,” was all he said.

He was being kind again. She hated that. However, since he had stopped, she could, too.

Though the timing was a little off when the maid brought out the roll basket before the soup. With tongs, she put a crusty baked bread on Ada’s plate. Unfortunately, when she went to do the same for Alder, it slipped, and by the sound it made hitting the porcelain before bouncing onto the floor, Ada surmised they were more like rocks than rolls.

“So sorry, madam,” the maid said and bent to pick it up, thought better of it, then used the tongs to retrieve it and slipped it into her pocket.

Ada was only glad the girl hadn’t put it back onto Alder’s plate. Instead, she carefully gave him another, then set the basket on the sideboard, snatched up their appetizer plates, and hurried back to the kitchen.

“Did I thank you for sending me a butler?” Ada asked.

“You did in your note. I’m glad he worked out. And it’s not inconvenient to have his wife here, too?”

“Certainly not. It seems barbaric when married servants are forced to live apart, or worse, forbidden to marry in the first place. Why shouldn’t they have a private life separate from their employment?”

He nodded. “Many do not think as you do. Are you a romantic, Mrs. St. Ange?”

She felt her cheeks warm. She could tell him how she used to be a romantic young miss before a so-called gentleman ripped the veil of starry-eyed silliness from her eyes. Romance was the name for a man’s false behavior up until he lifted a woman’s skirts and got what he wanted.

He was waiting for an answer.

“No.” At that moment, the soup was brought in, and she didn’t have to say more.

It smelled good. She’d asked Mary to make a basic savory soup of chicken. When Ada looked down, she gasped before she could stop herself, for there were bones, some floating and a few in the bottom of her bowl, visible through the transparent broth.

She wanted to slap a hand to her forehead but feigned absolute calm while surreptitiously looking at her guest to see his reaction.

His gaze darted to hers, and she tried to look nonplussed.

“I’ve never seen chicken soup served this way,” he confessed.

“The bones add to its flavor,” she informed him. “Simply leave them in the bottom.”

“I assure you, I wasn’t going to eat them.” However, he did pick up his roll and try to break it open. When he couldn’t, he attacked it with his knife, and eventually, it crumbled like toast, with the crumbs flying everywhere across the white tablecloth.

Ada pretended not to notice and took a spoonful of soup. At first taste, it seemed fine, but then the salty flavor hit the back of her tongue and lingered down her throat. It wasn’t what one would call pleasant, more like swallowing glass. The deuce!

Waiting anxiously for him to dip his spoon into his soup, she wondered if it would be wise to knock the bowl off the table entirely, but she couldn’t think how to do it without it ending up on his lap.

As he swallowed, she watched his eyes widen.

A nervous laugh escaped her, which she turned quickly into a cough.

He coughed, too, obviously due to the soup.

They both reached quickly for their wine glasses and gulped it down. Trying to recall the next course, she knew she’d told Mary to skip the fish and could only hope the meat was something even her cook could manage.

Thankfully, when their barely touched soup was taken away, the maid brought in a simple roasted haunch of mutton with creamed potatoes, French beans in butter.

What could possibly go wrong?

Of course, the mutton was overcooked to the consistency of shoe leather. Despite that, hungry by this point, they both consumed what was on their plates. The potatoes were astonishingly perfect. Apparently, overcooking them only made them creamier. Who knew? And the beans?

Ada choked down a mushy and strangely stringy bean.

By this point, there was no use pretending it was good.

Opening her mouth to apologize, she stopped when he held up his hand.

“Don’t say it.”

“What?” she asked.

“Cooking everything to within an inch of its life somehow adds to the flavor. Is that your contention? Because I can tell you, madam, except for the potatoes, I don’t want any greater flavor to come through, not from this meal.”

Yet, he ended his complaint with a smile.

What could she do? She offered him a small smile in return.

“Actually, I was going to apologize for this disaster. My cook has made a few missteps, such as hard aspic the other day. I can’t for the life of me figure out how she could turn a jellied food quite so solid, but there you are. Anyway, I’m not a fussy eater and hadn’t noticed how bad her cooking is.”

“I, for one, am thrilled with the meal,” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

He took another sip of wine. “I am grateful to your cook for those are the most words you’ve said to me at one time.”

Ada rolled her eyes. She wished she’d maintained her aloof manner.

“Will you fire her?” he asked.

The notion hadn’t occurred to her. Ada wouldn’t be able to give Mary good references, and without them, how would she find another job?

“Absolutely not,” she declared.

“Then how will you manage? More importantly, how will I be able to accept your next invitation? I could eat first, I suppose, and then come to dinner.”

Again, he smiled.

She sighed. “Mary will improve.”

“Are there many more courses?” He looked nervous.

“No. Only dessert.”

“Thank the good Lord.” Then he drained his glass. “By the way, the wine is delightful.”

She agreed. They’d had two different types, one with the shrimp and soup and another with the mutton. In each case, the wine was the only thing truly palatable.

The maid entered with dessert.

“What are we having, Lucy?”

The girl looked at it and frowned. “Cook said it was raspberry tart, madam. With fresh cream.”

She put a plate before each of them, blackish and still smoking, with very thin cream that had run off onto the sides.

“To tell you the truth, madam,” Lucy added, “I’m not at all sure what it is.” With a clucking sound, she left.

Then Ada did something she thought she would never in her life do. She laughed with Lord Vile. She laughed so hard tears came to her eyes as she stared at the mess in front of her.

He slapped the table with mirth. “I’m not eating it, Mrs. St. Ange. I tell you. Not out of politeness. Who knows how I would feel in the morning?”

She couldn’t speak as she dabbed at her eyes with her napkin, shaking her head.

Finally, she said, “You don’t have to. You’ve been more than polite during this fiasco of a meal. I don’t know what I’ll do about her.”

He stood and walked around to pull out her chair. When she rose, he took her hand and tucked it under her arm.

“Shall we go back to the drawing room and have a drink?”

Then what? she wondered. Yet, she had to be pleasant.

“I have only port. No brandy.”

He grinned. “I shall suffer through it.”

She let him pour them both a drink from the sideboard. Then they sat opposite each other, her on the sofa, him in a winged chair, and silence descended like thunderclouds. She thought of what Elizabeth said about discussing merely the weather and what they would eat.

What did she want to talk with him about?

If she were truly interested in him, she would ask about his family, and she supposed she would tell him of hers. They could discuss investing and how the London Stock Exchange came to exist due to a renegade group of traders who either left the Royal Exchange or, more excitedly, were expelled for being rowdy, only to begin trading in the coffee houses of London. They could, if she weren’t trying to ruin him financially.

“What do you read?” she asked finally.

He looked surprised. “Read?”

“Yes, you know, like a book.”

“Yes, I know what one reads. Frankly, I read the newspapers more than anything else, but I confess to enjoying occasional serial fiction. Why, one can hardly open a magazine without seeing an installment by Mr. Dickens.”

“Indeed,” she said.

Alder jumped up from his seat and came around to sit beside her, leaning across her startled body to place his glass on the small octagonal table beside her.

“Now don’t start that ‘indeed’ing me again. I thought we were beyond that.”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

“Why don’t you tell me what you like to read?”

She stared at him. “Do you really want to know?”

“Yes, definitely,” he insisted.

Ada spent a lot of time reading not only the Economist and the London Stock Exchange reports but also philosophers, particularly those who discussed economics. She’d read voraciously during her confinement before Harry was born, and she’d read to stave off loneliness afterward, when she refused to see anyone except Maggie and barely left her parents’ home in Surrey. It had become such a habit, she read every day. Luckily, it was a luxury she could afford and, therefore, had built up her own library. However, she didn’t want to take him into her library. It was too personal.

Thinking to what she’d read recently, she confessed, “I like John Stuart Mill and Karl Marx.” As soon as she’d said those names, Ada knew she should toss in something more frivolous and ladylike. “As well as Jane Austen.” Though she couldn’t think of a single title of that esteemed lady writer.

Alder’s eyebrows rose. “They are vastly different texts. I can understand your reading Austen, but I honestly have never met a woman who has read Mill or Marx.”

She thought about it. “Except for myself, neither have I.”

“I must confess I haven’t read any of the three,” he said, then shrugged.

As he leaned forward, she gasped softly. He was going to kiss her, and she knew she had to let him if she were to win his affections.

Closing her eyes, she prepared herself.

Nothing happened. When she opened her eyes, he had his drink in hand and was looking at her smugly.

The rat! He knew what she’d thought and had let her sit there like a ninny. If he hadn’t intended to humiliate her, he would have kissed her. He ought to have.

No! That made no sense. How could kissing her be the correct thing to do?

Confused by her own addlepated thoughts, Ada picked up her own drink and sipped, while Lord Vile finished his in two more swallows. Then he rose to pour another one. He held the decanter up in question, but she shook her head.

Was this enough time spent being alluring? Could she end the evening now?

When he sat again, he looked at her profile.

“Why aren’t you a romantic, Mrs. St. Ange?”

“I have never experienced romance,” she said, then wished she could call back her words. It was the tongue-loosening port after all the wine.

He cocked his head. “Did your husband not woo you properly?”

“I don’t wish to speak of him,” she said stiffly.

“Fair enough. Let’s speak of you. May I call you by your given name?”

“No,” she said quickly.

“You may call me Michael.”

“I don’t wish to.”

He sighed. “Why did you leave the country for Town? Were you lonely?”

Was she?

“I suppose I was.”

“So, you came to Town to find a new husband?” he asked.

Her laugh sounded like a scornful bark to her ears. “No.”

“A paramour, then?”

“No!” She had to get him off this hounding. “I have friends here.”

“Anyone I know?”

“No,” she muttered. Drat! She could not mention Maggie, who, after her flight from London, was the only friend Ada had kept. Bringing up Jenny’s sister would be a disaster.

“I’m certain you and I move in different circles.” She had to deter him. “Does it seem strange for you to be sitting here in my drawing room of an evening when you could be two doors down?”

“We’ve discussed this before, I believe.”

She shrugged.

“I would have eaten better along there,” he pointed out, finishing off his second glass of port. “And by now, we would most assuredly not be discussing books and friends.”

Ada’s cheeks burned.

“In fact, I would like to demonstrate what I would rather be doing with you than with any other woman.”

With that, he leaned toward her and kissed her. She hadn’t even time to close her eyes!
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Michael breathed in her scent as he did whenever he kissed a woman, even though he knew she wouldn’t smell like his oft-recalled golden goddess. It didn’t matter. He very much liked Mrs. St. Ange’s fragrance, the popular neroli scent, he thought. In fact, it was starting to be as dear to him as the lost lady from the garden.

Her soft lips beckoned him each time he was with her, and he exalted in claiming them again, as much as he wished to claim the rest of her.

Did she want him to stake claim to her?

From her behavior and her words, he couldn’t tell. However, when her mouth moved against his and her lips opened for his tongue, he felt certain they were moving toward an affair.

Just like his previous one with Elizabeth. Or the one before that with Lilith. The one before that, unfortunately, her name he’d already forgotten.

Even as he explored her mouth and as his hands began to roam, stroking her bare upper arms and then sliding down to rest upon her slender waist, he argued with himself.

An affair with Ada Kathryn St. Ange would not be like the others. He didn’t want it to be. With most of his paramours, the relationship never went beyond the confines of the lady’s residence. Though he had escorted Elizabeth to events for which a doting male was necessary, those occasions were not initiated by him. He always knew he was providing a service and playing a part.

With Mrs. St. Ange, he truly wished to view the Crystal Palace’s exhibition in her company and hear her thoughts on the wonders inside. He imagined seeing an opera with her or something by Dickens at one of the newer playhouses in the West End. He could even imagine going farther afield and taking the waters at Bath or seeing the lochs of Scotland together. With Harry, too, he supposed.

If only she didn’t seem to spend so much time disliking him. At least, it seemed she did. On the other hand, she continued to accept his invitations and had invited him here to dine. What’s more, she let him take liberties, at least with her mouth. She was a puzzlement.

Feeling her hands at the back of his neck, her cool fingers reaching into his hair, he shuddered and hot desire shot straight to his loins.

How many more times could he kiss her like this and not begin to undress her?

How likely was it she would let him make love to her when she wouldn’t even let him use her given name?

Maybe he’d been too tentative in his attentions toward her. Perhaps it was time to push his case, pursue her more firmly, and see if she wanted more.

To that end, he moved his hand from her waist to the underswell of her right breast, cupping it. Despite the layers of fabric, he could feel her heart beating like a war drum. He also felt her freeze like a Michelangelo statue.

Should he continue his ministrations?

When she didn’t protest, he brushed his thumb across her nipple, which was easy to feel through the satin of her gown. He could imagine it pebbling under his touch, and he ardently longed to set his lips to the ripe berry.

Breaking their kiss, he nibbled along her chin and down her neck, which she arched, apparently transported by his touch.

Still, she didn’t protest. A glance showed her eyes closed, her lips slightly parted, and he knew if his hand ever made it up under her skirts, she’d be damp for him. For his own part, his shaft was pressing painfully against the fall of his trousers.

He slipped his fingers into the neckline of her gown and tried to edge the fabric down so he could place his lips upon her creamy bosom.

Perhaps it was his clumsy attempts to get to her breasts which brought her from her passionate haze, but suddenly, she was struggling against him, trying to sit up with his weight upon her.

The very same hands that had been holding him close were now pressed against his chest and pushing him away.

“Let me up,” she demanded.
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Chapter Ten


Ada couldn’t believe she’d given in to the sensual delights of Alder’s mouth and his hands. She’d planned to let him kiss her, precisely as he had before. Yet, in a heartbeat, when his tongue had slid into her mouth, she’d gone from being in control to closing her eyes and losing herself to the sensual experience.

Now, with her breasts tingling, still able to feel the path his mouth had taken down her bare neck to her décolletage, and with a distinct dampness between her legs, she was mortified.

This was Lord Vile! Who knew whether in the morning he would remember with whom he’d been the night before? After all, he’d had two glasses of port after an equal amount of wine. As for herself, she was feeling a little tipsy.

She pushed on his chest, and he moved back quickly.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked, his voice thickened.

“No,” she said. Had he really asked her that as if he gave a damn?

Ada wanted to tell him to go to the devil. Instead, she breathed deeply, arched an eyebrow, and addressed him.

“I’m not prepared to go any further.”

That was the truth, so help her.

He nodded. “That’s fine. I meant no disrespect.”

She stared at him. Truly! “That seems hard to believe.”

He looked surprised. “Why? Because I am expressing how much I admire you and would like to know you better.”

“By tugging at my garments?”

He had the gall to smile. The rogue! “Yes, of course. Because I would like to know every part of you better. I am trying to be precisely clear. After all, you are not attached to anyone, nor am I. I imagine you must be lonely at times, having known the companionship of a husband. Surely, you are too young to give up pleasures of the flesh?”

“I…” She didn’t know what to say. He was obviously far more worldly than she was. He was used to the likes of Lady Pepperton and lived in a world where men and women enjoyed each other without attachment.

In all likelihood, she would fail to work her way into his stone heart before he demanded something she would never give him.

“I think it’s time for you to leave.”

His expression clouded over. “I am sorry if I’ve offended you. Frankly, you are a puzzle to me.”

She wanted to remain a puzzle, too. Maybe she should let Brunnel exact her revenge on Vile’s financial holdings and forego the hope of seeing his heart crushed as hers had been.

He stood. “I had no way of knowing you didn’t want, as you say, to ‘go any further.’ That’s no matter. I confess, however, if we meet indoors, alone, I shall want to test your resolve.”

He crossed his arms and tapped his chin with one hand. “I’ve the perfect answer. Let’s go out next time. I’ll get tickets to a play.”

Her head was spinning. She’d expected him to storm from her home when she said she wouldn’t let him take any more liberties. Instead, he wanted to see her again, this time out in public.

Spending time together doing ordinary things would certainly demonstrate whether he was capable of forming an attachment of the heart. Though, if she acquiesced too easily, how would he long for her?

“I will accompany you to a play, but not this week. Not next week either.”

“Why?” he asked, looking perplexed.

Why? Was he allowed to ask her why?

“You’re being impertinent,” she told him, raising her chin.

“I’m not. Why can’t you see me this week or next? Do you have another suitor?”

He said it as a jest, which annoyed her.

She remained silent, thinking quick and deceitful thoughts. Why hadn’t she thought of this herself? The surest way to gain his devoted interest was to make him jealous. Even her pause was affecting him, for his easy smile died on his face.

“Well, do you?”

“I refuse to discuss such matters,” she said at last. Neither confirming nor denying seemed the best course of action.

“I see. And if I choose to woo another lady, that is fine as long as we do not discuss it.”

Drat! It wouldn’t do for him to fall for anyone else.

“Absolutely not.” She stood and faced him in the center of the room.

He sighed. “You are puzzling me again.”

“I am not a puzzle. If you are incapable of self-restraint, if you need to have another paramour immediately, then I suggest you do not contact me again.”

He stared into her eyes, until, finally, unable to bear his scrutiny, she looked away first.

“Very well,” he said. “It has been a stimulating evening.”

Was he leaving for good?

“I look forward to our next one,” he added.

She nodded in agreement, inside feeling a wave of relief her plan wasn’t ruined, and walked to the drawing room door. She sensed he wished to kiss her again and was fully prepared to endure it.

Instead, he took her hand and bestowed a gentle kiss upon her knuckles, and then, before releasing her, he turned her hand over, and brushed his lips upon the inside of her wrist.

She gasped as a sensation of desire shot straight to her womanly core. Indeed!
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At a private table at White’s, Michael listened to Brunnel explain how much the stock had increased in value and how much he’d made. From guano!

Without hesitation, he went along with the man’s suggestion of being part of a sugar trading group. Why not? Who didn’t love a spoonful in their tea or coffee or a delicious sweet treat anytime? Apparently, all his fellow Brits were enjoying it by the sackful.

Brunnel accepted both a glass of brandy and Michael’s signature, and then went on his way. Efficient and capable. The absolute opposite of Mrs. St. Ange’s cook.

Each time he ate, Michael recalled the meal of four nights’ earlier, and he was determined to do something about it. Not only for Mrs. St. Ange’s sake but for his own, too. He intended to dine with her again as he worked his way from the ground floor to the upper chambers. Eating her cook’s fare would do more to spur on indigestion than ardor.

Mrs. St. Ange would not accept another cook. She’d made it clear she had no intention of firing the incompetent woman in the kitchen. There was only one answer, short of murdering the cook whilst she shopped for perfectly good food to ruin. He would send his own wonderful cook knocking on the backdoor with an offer of assistance. Maybe Mrs. St. Ange didn’t need to know.

He thought better of his last idea. If she found out he’d gone behind her back and interfered with her staff, she’d undoubtedly have a fit of pride. Moreover, he rather hoped to get credit for having done a good thing, just as he had by sending over the well-trained Mr. Randall.

Thus, feeling beneficent, he sent his skilled cook, Mrs. Beechum, letter in hand. She was at Mary’s disposal and would teach her whatever she could, daily, as necessary.

After all, he nearly always ate at his club, and he was paying his cook anyway. He wouldn’t have to pay her any extra for cooking at someone else’s home. Moreover, she’d been pleased to do it, to get out of his kitchen and have a bit of company and help out a fellow cook.

He waited for a grateful missive from Mrs. St. Ange in return.

Nothing for three days, and then, when he started to think he might drive to her home and see if her lights were on at night, or even send another message, perhaps with a few suggestions for plays, finally, he received a brief note:

Mary is pleased to meet Mrs. Beechum, and she sends her gratitude.

Mary sent him her gratitude! But not a word of thanks from the mistress of the house. Naturally!

He would wait before tendering her another invitation, as she suggested. Though he couldn’t help but wonder what the infernal woman was playing at. Didn’t she find both his company and his kisses agreeable? Didn’t she want more of both?

It had been over a week, and he longed to see her face, pretty even when she was scowling at him.

After a meeting with his father, during which, he found himself promising to visit with his mother within a fortnight, Michael felt he’d waited long enough. Tomorrow, he would purchase two tickets and then let his mysterious lady friend know when.

“Father, do you know anything of the family of Mrs. Ada Kathryn St. Ange?”

The earl steepled his fingers, looked toward the ceiling, wrinkled his forehead, and then said, “No. Never heard of this person.”

“What about any St. Ange’s?”

His father shook his head. “I don’t believe so. What’s the husband’s given name?”

“He’s dead, and I don’t know.”

Michael only knew Ada’s given name because he’d asked Elizabeth.

“Another widow?” His father’s tone was disparaging.

“She doesn’t need my money, if that’s what you’re worrying about.”

“Of course not,” the Earl of Alder said. “With the way you’ve taken to this moneymaking endeavor, I’m not going to spend a moment worrying about financial matters. Proud of you at last,” he added, causing Michael a moment of rancor.

Oblivious, his father lit a cigar and puffed thoughtfully.

“I’m only thinking of the future. My legacy, and yours. To that end, it’s about time you considered courting a woman whom you wish to marry. Not playing around with any more of these widows simply because you like what’s under their skirts.”

Michael gripped the polished handrails of his chair. True, Elizabeth and the others had been for physical sport alone. Yet, he hadn’t even experienced what was under Ada Kathryn’s skirts and he liked her anyway.

His father blew a perfect O of smoke, then added, “After all, any wife will have the same attraction in that particular regard. At least enough for you to beget an heir, and then you can go back to enjoying widows, for all I care.”

How warm-hearted of him.

Picking up his glass of brandy, Michael downed it. Their latest frank discussion was over. Thank God. He left determined to discover more about Mrs. St. Ange. In any case, who cared about her husband? The man was in Davy Jones’s locker, after all.

If Michael wanted to figure out where she had come from, whether she’d had a Season, and if she had a past before Mr. St. Ange, then he needed to learn her maiden name.

How on earth would he do that?
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A week later, he was no closer to solving that puzzle. No one had heard of Mr. or Mrs. St. Ange. However, she was finally ending his misery. And strangely, not seeing her had turned into precisely that—misery. Each day, he awakened thinking how nice it would be to spend time with her. Each evening, he sat at Whites with Hemsby or at home alone, wishing she was beside him. Or better yet, under him. Or on top of him.

He’d never experienced anything like it.

Finally, they were going out together. She was amenable to opera, and thus he had purchased tickets to the Royal Italian Opera at Covent Garden for a performance of Rossini’s Semiramide.

When he went to collect her, Mr. Randall showed him into the front hall, where she was ready to leave, her cloak already draped about her shoulders.

Clearly, he was not to be invited into the drawing room for a drink, which pained him slightly. However, he would get one at the theatre before the curtain rose, which cheered him. Plus, patting his pocket, he felt his customary flask.

In any case, they would, for a short while, be alone inside his two-seater carriage. The brougham was certainly cozier than a drawing room, and still very private with his discreet driver perched on top.

He held her hand as she set her foot on the step and climbed in, then he entered and sat beside her. If he’d brought his larger clarence, she would have had the opportunity to sit opposite him, and he knew she would have done so.

Instead, he had the extreme pleasure of feeling her arm and thigh pressed against his. He was being a rogue for taking advantage, but he’d waited over two weeks to be close to her again. He was going to enjoy every moment.

“How are Mary’s skills coming along?” he asked, remembering her cook’s name and giving Ada the opportunity to thank him.

She pointedly stared out the window, her head turned from him.

“Improving,” she murmured.

“Mrs. Beechum said she is a willing pupil who only needs some training.”

Slowly, Mrs. St. Ange faced him.

“Is Mrs. Beechum in the habit of discussing what occurs in my household?”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. Finally, he shook his head.

“No, I assure you. That’s all she has said.”

“Indeed.” She straightened her shoulders, and he expected her to turn away again. Instead, she took a deep breath as if steeling herself against an unpleasant task.

“I-I…”

What was she trying to tell him?

“Yes?” he prompted.

She looked as if a foul odor were under her delicate nose.

“I thank you for sending her.”

Another sigh from her as if that had been a monumental task, and then she did turn away from him.

Blast! This wasn’t going at all as he’d hoped. How could he get her to relax and be friendly with him when she couldn’t stand to offer even a simple thank you?

The only time she’d seemed at least willing and not hostile was when he kissed her.

Tapping her shoulder, as she turned to him, he gently took her face in his hands, leaned forward, and kissed her.

She froze at his touch, but she didn’t pull away, so he persisted.

The usual delight at kissing her rushed through him. Though there was nothing usual about it. This cool, composed woman lit a unique passion in him each time he touched her.

Slanting his mouth against hers, he felt the heat of desire shoot through him, flooding his groin as she parted her lips, soft and yielding. He wanted to sink his fingers into her shiny blonde locks, but he never knew a woman who would appreciate getting her hair mussed on the way to the theatre.

Instead, he wrapped his arms around the back of her and drew her against him. Still, she didn’t protest. In fact, she gave the smallest of moans.

He wanted to give her pleasure, to delight her so much he cracked her icy shell. To that end, he reached for her skirts, still stroking her back with his other hand.

However, the moment he began to raise her gown, she protested.

“No,” she murmured against his mouth, though she still seemed content to remain in his arms.

“Let me touch you,” he whispered.

“No.”

He could tell she wasn’t unaffected by his ministrations, for she was breathing heavily and leaning into him.

“You will enjoy it,” he promised.

“No.”

Drawing back slightly, he looked down at her.

“But you like my kisses?” he asked, even though he was positive she did.

If she said no, he would know her for a liar.

After a brief hesitation, during which her cheeks grew slightly pink, she agreed. “Yes.”

“I will never force you to do anything you don’t want to do. I simply thought we could pleasure one another.”

“No.” Her entire body stiffened, and the cool Mrs. St. Ange was back beside him.

“May I kiss you again?”

For an answer, she turned away.

The devil! Next time he kissed her, he would do naught else. No matter how much he wanted to do more, he would restrain himself. His instincts told him she was worth the wait.

Pulling his flask from his pocket, more than ever, he needed a drink.
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Chapter Eleven


Ada hated the truth, but she enjoyed Lord Vile’s kisses. His were the only lips she’d ever known, and she couldn’t imagine anyone’s kiss being better.

However, she hoped a kiss given with love, not simply desire, would be superior.

Had Lord Vile ever kissed a woman with love in his heart?

She doubted it. Except maybe for Jenny Blackwood, and Ada didn’t know if they’d ever done so.

When Alder put his hand on her skirts, however, he went too far, doing the very thing she’d dreaded he would if she was alone in a carriage with him. Oddly, though, she’d felt no fear. She knew he wouldn’t assault her or do more than she allowed.

How or why she knew this, she hadn’t a clue.

He had done vile things, but from what she could tell, he had some moral guide. Besides, a man as attractive as Michael Alder had no need to force a woman. She was certain every debutante he’d debauched had allowed him without protest, exactly as she had done.

What was one’s virtue when faced with his gorgeous eyes, sensual mouth, and wicked hands? Luckily, she was now immune to his charms.

Going to the opera, though, was an utter delight. She’d never been to a theatre while not in the company of her parents. She liked stepping out of the carriage holding his proffered hand, then walking into the lobby on his arm. Alder attended to her every need, handing her coat to the clerk and procuring their drinks. She had a glass of champagne, he had two.

With all her senses on high alert, she didn’t miss the fact hardly anyone spoke to them. In fact, it was clear when women saw him, they began speaking about him behind their fans or gloved hands. And the gentlemen scowled. His behavior had well and truly alienated him from his peers. Most of the ton probably feared for their wives, sisters, or even daughters. It was a wonder he hadn’t been killed in a duel.

As to her, she was merely a baron’s daughter who’d had a couple Seasons three years ago, the second one ending in her flight from London. There was little reason anyone should notice her, except she was obviously Lord Vile’s companion. At least for the evening.

They climbed the stairs to the next level and he led her to the Alder family box. After they entered, he drew the curtain closed behind them, and she went directly to the railing. All around the theatre were boxes of earls and dukes and marquesses. The royal box was empty, though all the regular seats, including where she would have sat with her parents, were filled.

The noise from the audience was an excited rumble, perfectly mimicking how she felt—dressed in one of her best gowns and seated in a private box. It was, she realized, one of the most thrilling nights of her life.

And it was with Lord Vile!

She watched him remove his opera hat, put his thumbs to the top and his fingers to the brim and press it flat before sliding it under his seat. Then they sat in silence as the lights were dimmed and the curtains drew back.

The opera made her exclaim in wonder at the music and song and nearly cry, and all the while, she and Alder sat close together, unspeaking, their shoulders occasionally brushing.

Ada fanned herself against the warmth of the building, especially up where they were seated. Thank goodness she’d worn a gown with short bell sleeves and her silk gloves rather than satin, which could become so hot as to make one’s palms moist.

As they clapped at the end of the first act, she wondered what Alder had planned for intermission. Would they stay sequestered in his box or would they return to the lobby and mingle?

“You look lovely,” he murmured close to her ear, sending a shiver down her spine. “I want to show you off.”

Retrieving his top hat and giving it a sharp snap against his leg, returning it to its tall form, he stood and offered her his hand. Soon, they were descending to the lobby, where they parted with the promise to meet near the bar. In the lady’s retiring room, Ada heard “Pepperton” whispered close by and knew the theatre goers were wondering what happened between Lord V. and Lady P. to end their affair. Smugly, she also knew she would never hear her own name on anyone’s lips. Who knew of Mrs. St. Ange?

When she turned too quickly, she caught two ladies staring at her. Letting them wonder who she was, with a polite nod, Ada left the room.

Finding him standing at a high table near the bar where a glass of wine awaited her, she also noted an empty one, which must have been his. Presently, he held a glass of brandy, swirling its pale amber liquid. His smile appeared when he saw her.

Ada wrinkled her nose in displeasure, realizing he had wanted a drink as much as he’d wanted to display her, for he’d certainly downed the wine quickly.

“Something not to your liking, Mrs. St. Ange?”

About to ask him how he could drink strong liquor at all hours, suddenly, she heard her name called from a few feet away.

“Ada!”

Her heart started thumping. Good God! It was Maggie, Countess of Cambrey, but more importantly, formerly Miss Blackwood, one of Jenny’s sisters.

Stupidly, she hadn’t thought to ask her friend, but of all the venues, what terrible fortune that Maggie and her earl were at this one!

What could she do? It was too late to hide.

With a drink in one hand, she couldn’t hug her best friend, but leaned forward to kiss her on both cheeks. Maggie’s husband, John Angsley, the Earl of Cambrey, took her free hand and bowed over it.

And then they realized whom she was with.

“Oh!” Maggie said and nothing more, her sparkling eyes wide with surprise.

John was less subtle. “What the devil?”

Moreover, he didn’t bow to her companion, nor even offer a nod of acknowledgement. Instead, his expression was livid.

“Ada, what on earth are you doing with this scoundrel?”

She glanced nervously at Alder, but he took no offense. He simply raised an eyebrow and looked to Ada for her response.

How could she answer while telling them nothing? “Lord Alder has brought me to the opera.”

That was the simple truth and gave none of her plan away.

Clearly, John wasn’t satisfied. “You know this man’s reputation, do you not? You know how he treated Jenny.”

She noticed Alder flinch out of the corner of her eye. Apparently, he was not utterly unaffected by his own poor standing among his peers.

“And his treatment of other women after her.” John was bristling now.

At this rate of escalation, Ada knew she must diffuse the situation or risk fisticuffs.

“Be that as it may,” she said to the earl, “we are simply enjoying an opera.”

John scowled, but Maggie looked thoughtful. Her friend was quick-witted, and Ada had no doubt she would know there was more to this than met the eye.

Vowing to tell her some part of her plan, but in private, Ada thought how to separate them all before anything too telling was said. What if John or Maggie brought up Clive Brunnel?

However, the Earl of Cambrey wasn’t done being protective.

“I think you are making an error in judgment. Do your parents know with whom you keep company?”

Any moment, John would say her family’s surname, and she didn’t want Alder to know anything about her real life or her past.

At last, Alder set down his empty glass as he spoke.

“Since Mrs. St. Ange is a widow, I doubt she has to answer to her parents regarding her companion, either for this evening or for anything else.”

Oh dear, that sounded intimate, almost as if they were paramours.

“And she certainly doesn’t have to answer to you,” he finished.

John’s jaw clenched. He was forbidden from saying anything about the pretense of her marital state to protect Harry being labeled a bastard. Nevertheless, he was clearly bursting to give Alder a dressing down.

Maggie rested a hand on her husband’s arm, and glances went between the two of them and then back to Ada.

Meanwhile, Alder took her free hand and placed it on his arm. “Intermission is over. Are you finished with your wine?”

“Yes,” she said, and set her glass upon the table.

Looking at the Cambreys, he nodded to Maggie. “Countess, I hope your sister is well.”

John made an exasperated sound, but Alder ignored him and led Ada away, even as she offered a reassuring smile to her friends.

“That was interesting,” Alder said when they were far enough not to be overheard. “They are special friends of yours, I take it.”

There was no use denying it.

“Lady Cambrey is.”

“Which means you are well aware of a history between her older sister and myself, whom the earl so indiscreetly mentioned.”

“Yes,” she admitted.

“Does that have anything to do with your predisposition against me?”

They’d reached their seats.

“What do you mean?” she asked, arranging her skirts and not looking at him.

“You often seem annoyed with me, or an even stronger emotion. Does that have to do with your friend’s sister?”

Looking directly into his eyes, she replied, “No.” Ada could be absolutely truthful. His breaking off his engagement with Jenny had nothing to do with how she felt about him. She had plenty of fuel for her own angry fire.

After a moment of silence, he asked, “Will you tell me about your parents?”

“I have two,” she muttered.

The lights went down, and the opera’s second act began.
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Back in Lord Vile’s carriage, Ada wondered if the journey home would be more of the same, with him attempting to seduce her while she tried to maintain the illusion of being a possible conquest in his eyes while fending him off.

Instead, he left a little space between them and began to speak nearly as soon as the brougham began to move.

“Normally, I wouldn’t bother defending myself because there are too many offenses of which I have been accused. However, in this case, I want to tell you what happened with Lady Lindsey, seeing as you are a friend of her sister.”

“That’s unnecessary,” Ada told him. She really didn’t wish to hear his excuses.

“Be that as it may, I like you. I never thought to speak of what happened again since it ought to have no bearing upon anyone except the lady in question and myself. However, if you count her sister among your good friends, then I suppose it does have some import.”

Distractedly, he pulled off his hat and ran a hand thorough his already unruly hair, causing it to stand on end in places.

“It is a short tale. I liked Lady Lindsey, at the time Miss Blackwood, and offered for her hand. We never got as far as a formal arrangement or a public declaration. My father sent me to Kent, where we have our family home as well as other holdings. By the time I returned, she and her family had gone back to Sheffield. What’s more, she was under the impression due to her family’s financial ruin, that I had callously broken off our engagement, as was every person with a wagging tongue.”

“None of this is news to me,” Ada said.

“Yes, but you see, I did not break off our engagement at all. It was done in a letter forged by my father in my name. At the same time, he told me she had broken it off. By the time I found out otherwise, she was married to Simon Devere, Lord Lindsey.”

His words certainly put the event in a different light. Ada didn’t know what to say. It was a strange feeling when a long-held belief turned out not to be the case.

“Why don’t you tell everyone the truth?”

Leaning back, he crossed his arms. “Unnecessary. Lady Lindsey knows, and that’s enough. I don’t give a fig what the ton thinks. Besides, as I said, I’ve committed plenty of other offenses.”

He certainly had, including the one perpetrated upon her person, who stupidly, naively, went willingly along with him.

“Even her sister doesn’t know,” Ada pointed out. “Nor, obviously, Lady Cambrey’s husband.”

“I suppose not, but Cambrey would have other reasons to dislike me, as does Lady Lindsey’s own husband.”

“Really?” She wanted to hear all of it.

“Unfortunately, I couldn’t rest with Lady Lindsey believing me such a cad after I’d truly cared for her, so I contacted her when she was in London. We went walking. Alone. Her husband caught us. I think if she hadn’t been so calm and so clearly uninterested in me, Lord Lindsey and I might have decided upon a duel right then.”

Ada processed this new information. Alder had wanted Jenny to know the truth. How strange he had cared whether she thought him a cad or not.

“You loved her?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said simply.

Oh dear!

“When next I meet up with Lady Cambrey, may I tell her the truth,” Ada asked, “about you and her sister and your father’s perfidy?”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me in the least what anyone else thinks. I’m telling you because,” he turned to her, though she couldn’t see his eyes in the darkness, “I like you. Moreover, I suppose I want you to like me, too.”

She almost felt sorry for him, but that could never happen.
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Michael thought better of inviting himself in for a drink. If she said no, then it would push them further apart. Deciding to wait for the next opportunity, he walked her to her door, lightly brushed his lips upon hers because, truly, he couldn’t help himself, and bid her good night.

He would begin his wooing of the inscrutable Mrs. St. Ange the next day, starting fresh. He hoped his suit would go better now she knew the truth. For if she’d been influenced by her friendship with the Blackwood sisters, then this could only benefit him.

Moreover, he could make more inquiries with the small piece of information. Ada Kathryn was a contemporary of Lady Margaret Cambrey. Those who knew the latter and came out the same Season might know of the former, too.

The next day, he went to Almack’s. Though no longer the pinnacle of a debutante’s Season, and certainly having lost its sheen of exclusiveness, still a few years back, it would have been a must for young girls coming out. What’s more, the Lady Patronesses, though no longer active, would have records of everyone who came through its doors. Whether they would share that knowledge remained to be seen, but he would try his damnedest to get it.

To that end, Michael directed his brougham to King Street and the unpretentious Palladian building standing sentry to the hopes and dreams of many a young lady.

Personally, he’d never cared for the plain brick structure, thinking something which decided the social fate of debutantes and bachelors—including the ruin of so many who couldn’t gain admittance—ought to be grander on the outside.

Inside, he could see it was due some redecorating, though it had the shabby gentility of a grand dame of the aristocrats. In fairness, it was midafternoon, and thus, perhaps not looking as good as it did when made up for the evening. He hoped he would find someone there who could assist him.

As it turned out, there was an office on the ground floor. Though the former patronesses probably met and made their decisions elsewhere than the actual structure, Almack’s had a secretary of business, and he was diligently at his desk.

Getting directly to his business, Michael requested whether there were any written lists of attendees, particularly to the Wednesday evening balls during the Season.

The balding man looked down his nose, passed his pince-nez, and shook his head.

“I couldn’t say, my lord.”

Michael rolled his eyes. “That tells me nothing. Are there records you cannot share with me, or are there no records at all?”

“I couldn’t say that either, my lord. Here is a list of our former Lady Patronesses. You may call on any of them at your leisure, and theirs, of course. I would suggest Lady Cowper has a good memory.”

“I’m not trying to go back to the time of our Regent, good man, only about three, maybe four years.”

“Then one of the Willis cousins who now own this establishment may be able to help you.”

He handed him two business cards, one with Charles Willis printed on it and one with Frederick Willis.”

Michael was beginning to feel like one of London’s constabulary, a veritable detective in the making. He also felt a little underhanded. After all, if Mrs. St. Ange wanted him to know about her past, she would tell him. If only he could have a friendly chat with the Countess of Cambrey.

Obviously not! Jenny’s sister was as likely to flay him alive as speak civilly to him.

In short order, he turned up at the home of Frederick Willis, and with good fortune, the man was home and agreed to see him.

“Good day, Lord Alder. To what do I owe this visit?”

He ought to make chit-chat about the important position of Almack’s in the social fabric of London’s society, but he hadn’t earned the moniker of Vile for nothing. Besides, he’d never once attended a ball in the expansive ballroom stretching a good one hundred feet, if he’d heard correctly. He’d also heard the refreshments were dreadful and not worth the price of admittance. Moreover, there was no alcohol on the premises.

Facing three or four hours without a glass of brandy or gin, pretending to be interested in debutantes any further than idly imagining what each might look like bare, Michael had positively no interest in Almack’s.

Except as how one lady might have enjoyed herself there.

To that end, he got to the point.

“Do you have records of the Almack’s attendees from, perhaps, four years ago?”

“I believe we do, but those records are private, my lord.”

“How private?” Did Willis want money for the information?

“I’m not sure I understand the question. Are there degrees of privacy, my lord?”

Michael sighed. Wasn’t the man going to invite him to have a drink? After all, this sussing out information was thirsty work.

“I will have a glass of brandy if you will have one, too,” Michael said evenly, as if he’d been asked. It seemed a good a way as any to receive a drink.

Frederick Willis looked utterly nonplussed.

“I won’t actually, my lord, but I’ll be happy if you’ll accept my hospitality.” The man didn’t bother calling a servant. He opened his sideboard and drew out a glass and a decanter.

In a moment, Michael was seated with brandy in hand and a delightful warm trickle going down the back of his throat. Was there anything better than that feeling?

It was usually followed by strong desire for a woman, which brought his attention back to Mrs. St. Ange.

“There is absolute privacy,” he said, returning to Willis’s point. “Then there is discretion. I would think this information belongs to the latter category. I am not asking you to print the names in the Times, merely to tell me the last name of a debutante. Since people’s last names are public and since many people would have been in attendance on any given Wednesday at Almack’s—around six hundred, yes?—then I can’t imagine this one young woman’s attendance or name could even be categorized as confidential, let alone private.”

He relaxed, crossed his legs to rest one booted foot upon his other knee, and sipped his brandy.

Mr. Willis hesitated, pondering Michael’s words. “I suppose you are correct. However, I can’t start poring over records right now. We have the Lady Patronesses’ subscription books, with names of those who were issued vouchers, and, of course, the list of the far fewer people who had strangers’ tickets.”

“If I give you the given name, can you find me a surname?”

Willis frowned. “There are many ladies with the same given name, I assure you. You might as well walk along Knightsbridge Street calling it out.”

“This one is unusual, I believe, and I only need you to look through three years of balls, I would guess.”

The man sighed. “I will need a few days and—”

Michael waited for him to name a price. With his stock earnings, he would be able to pay.

“And naturally, your sincere promise you won’t tell anyone where you got the information, particularly if it leads to trouble.”

Relieved Willis wasn’t going to fleece him, Michael drained his glass, stood up, and stuck out his hand to shake on it. “I give you my word.”

Frankly, he was surprised the man would accept the vow of Lord Vile. Perhaps his reputation was wearing off. After all, it had been over a year since he’d been accused, falsely, of corrupting a debutante and even longer since he’d last been found in a drunken heap on the steps of White’s.

“And the given name of the young lady you seek?”

“Ada Kathryn.”
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Chapter Twelve


Ada entered the Cambrey townhouse on Cavendish Square, hoping she was not about to be hauled over hot coals by her best friend.

Without preamble, except for hugging and settling into the parlor with a cup of tea, Maggie was ready with her questions and her suppositions.

“I think you are up to something big, and Mr. Brunnel has something to do with it. Are you going to spill the pail of milk, or do I have to pry it out of you?”

“That makes no sense,” Ada said, stalling. “How could you pry milk from a pail?”

“Never mind that! Tell me. Why were you with Lord Vile?”

An easy question. “He asked me to the opera, and I wanted to go.”

Maggie narrowed her lovely eyes. “How did you meet? Where? Why didn’t you tell me? You know how he behaved with Jenny.”

Should she take each in order?

“We met because I dropped some packages in front of my home. There is nothing to tell. And, yes, I know what you thought happened with Jenny.”

“If he has said otherwise, then he’s lying!” Maggie insisted. “Everyone who knew Jenny also knew Vile had verbally asked for her hand.”

Ada sipped her tea. “I know. He doesn’t gainsay it, either. However, he said he didn’t break it off with her. His father did while he was away.”

Maggie frowned. “Why wouldn’t he have told everyone if such were the case?”

“He said he told Jenny. She was already married to Simon at the time.”

“Hmm, I will ask my sister. Be that as it may, he hasn’t been shunned merely because he broke off with Jenny.”

“I know,” Ada muttered. Only too well.

“Then why would you let yourself be associated with him? In public?” Maggie persisted. “He is infamous!”

Shrugging, Ada leaned her head back on the sofa.

“No one knows me,” she said. “I was barely out in society. I don’t have friends among the ton. You weren’t an aristocrat when we were trying to find eligible men, if you recall. Yes, people saw me at the theatre, but who am I to them? A nobody. They know only him.”

“They will try to discover who has replaced Lady Pepperton.”

Ada lifted her head. “I haven’t replaced her.” She felt her cheeks growing warm. “I certainly do not have the same relationship with Lord Vile that she did.”

“No one will believe such is the case, and rumors will spread like wildfire across London Bridge, as will the curious questions. People will want to discover who you are. What’s more, there are certainly enough of us around from our coming out Season who do know you. Someone is sure to say, ‘Oh, yes, the beautiful blonde woman is Ada Kathryn Ellis, Baron Ellis’s daughter.’ All the inquiries about the deceased Mr. St. Ange will begin. And then there’s Harry.”

Ada’s stomach flipped uncomfortably. Could Maggie be right? Would people care who Lord Vile’s latest companion was?

“What should I do?”

Maggie shook her head. “John was most displeased the other night. He doesn’t want to see you hurt any more than I do. I suggest you don’t see Vile again. You haven’t told me why you did, or why you needed Mr. Brunnel.”

Ada sighed. “I have my reasons for spending time with Vi… with Alder, but I am not in any danger of being hurt by him. I promise you that. In fact, nearly impossible as it is to believe, he has been nice.”

“Nice?” Maggie’s tone was incredulous.

“Yes. He found me an excellent butler, for one. And he is letting his cook teach mine, who I admit is quite abominable in the kitchen.”

Maggie’s expression clouded over. “How long have you been keeping company with him? It sounds as if you’ve known him a lot longer than simply one evening attending the theatre.”

Ada nodded. “A few weeks.”

“What!” Maggie guzzled her tea as if it were a fortifying liqueur, then set the cup down on its saucer with a clank. “And during all that time, he has been simply nice? Do you expect me to believe he hasn’t tried to have his way with you? The man has a reputation for an insatiable appetite. Not for food, either!”

“I know!” Ada was becoming a little irritated. Maggie might be married, and a mother, and a countess, but she was not Ada’s keeper.

She, too, was a mother with a good head on her shoulders, from what her dear father said. And though she was not experienced where men were concerned, she was not a ninny either.

“Do you intend to let him court you?” Maggie persisted.

That was precisely what Ada intended, but she didn’t have to tell Maggie, who would disapprove strongly unless she also knew the plan for revenge. And even then, Ada suspected her friend would think it too risky.

“Not really courting,” she muttered quickly, trying to put an end to her friend’s questions. Better to divert her.

“As for Brunnel, he is simply passing on some trading information in my stead. You know I could never do it myself. Who would take a woman seriously talking about the stock exchange?”

Somewhat mollified, and then instantly distracted by the feel of her baby moving inside her, Maggie agreed to let the topic of Lord Vile go with one last warning.

“You said you will not get hurt, but you are a sweet person, Ada, and he is definitely not. Moreover, he is—how shall I say it?—worldly. And that’s the nicest word I can think of for such a jaded, decadent rapscallion! I know you’ve had a child, but you still seem as innocent as when we were debutantes.”

They smiled at each other, recalling their carefree days, and then they began to consider baby names in earnest.
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When Michael received the news of an increase to his account value due to sugar trading, he wanted to celebrate. Moreover, he wanted to do it with Mrs. St. Ange. Knowing he should send a message first, after a few drinks at White’s, he ignored propriety and drove to Belgrave Square.

Alighting from his carriage, Michael hastened to the door, all his thoughts firmly focused upon seeing her.

“Randall,” he greeted the butler, trying to push past, at least into the large foyer.

However, the man was formidable, managing to fill the front door frame and not allowing Michael to bluster his way inside.

“Madam isn’t expecting visitors this evening, my lord.”

He appreciated learning she wasn’t waiting for some other man either, but he didn’t want to simply be another visitor.

“Randall, I promise I won’t step a foot past the hall if you let me in and tell Mrs. St. Ange I’m here.”

Still, the man hesitated. He knew his job well, but did he have to do it so superbly when it involved Michael, who’d found him the damnable job?

“Look here, old boy, I am confident she’ll be happy to see me if you let her know I’m here.” Michael wasn’t confident at all, and this could be an occasion of great humiliation.

The butler sighed, then stepped aside.

Immediately, unthinkingly, Michael started for the parlor.

“My lord,” Mr. Randall intoned, “you promised. I must insist you wait here while I let her know.”

Chastised by the butler!

The problem was the port decanter was in the parlor or in the drawing room. He didn’t remember which.

“I’m very thirsty, Randall. Would you be so good as to bring me a glass of port, unless you have any French pleasure?” Maybe, knowing he liked brandy, Mrs. St. Ange had bought some. “If you do, I’ll wait right here.”

“That’s highly irregular, my lord.”

At that moment, one of her maids appeared, a duster in one hand. Stopping short at seeing him when she was supposed to be invisible to guests, especially while holding an instrument of cleaning in her hand, she tucked the feathered wand behind her back and looked to Mr. Randall.

“Rachel,” he hissed, “you should use the back stairs.” The unfortunate girl turned to flee. “Wait,” the butler halted her. “Since you’re here, fetch Lord Alder a glass of port while I speak with our mistress.”

Expecting all to be done as he’d commanded, Mr. Randall went steadily up the main stairs, neither hurrying nor dallying.

Michael admired his aplomb. Undoubtedly, it had bothered the man to no end even to permit anyone entrance after his mistress had retired upstairs.

In very short order, the maid returned with a generous pour of port. He hoped no one taught her in the near future how to dispense for a guest because this was precisely the plentiful amount he enjoyed.

Feeling a little strange loitering in the foyer drinking alone, nevertheless, he would stand by his word and remain where he was. Glancing up the main staircase of the home that was extremely similar in layout to Elizabeth’s a mere two doors down, he could well imagine Ada Kathryn’s bedroom. At least, he could guess its location above. However, he didn’t yet know her tastes enough to imagine her bed. Wood or iron? Lacey hangings or a damask pattern?

In a few minutes, with his drink nearly gone, Michael was now leaning against the front door and had practically designed her bedroom in his mind. What’s more, he could easily picture her stretched out upon a counterpane of ruby satin. He was wondering whether it would be worth the wrath of Mr. Randall to breach the sanctity of the upper floor and see for himself what her room looked like when he heard footsteps.

Looking up the staircase, Michael saw her. Despite the ten minutes she’d had to prepare for him, she looked a far cry from her theatre-going attire. Her hair was up, but in a haphazard manner. She wore a plain gown of midnight blue cotton, probably soft and comfortable, and for some reason, her basquine, her skirts, and even her sleeves appeared wet. Despite it all, she looked beautiful.

Taking the stairs at a quick pace rather than an elegant descent, in a moment, Mrs. St. Ange was before him, her eyes flashing.

“Lord Alder. How positively surprising!”

Her tone left no doubt as to her displeasure. Luckily, the port had warmed him against her frosty reception.

“I half expected you to send your butler back downstairs to turn me away, especially after such a delay.”

“How canny of you, for I nearly did. However, your appearance here, uninvited as it is, made me think there was some matter of importance you wished to tell me. Why else would you break the rules of a civil society? I came down as soon as I could.”

She flapped her arms around, and he assumed she was attempting to dry her sleeves. Yet, her movements also brought attention to the dampness of the front of her gown.

“What on earth were you doing up there?”

She glared at him as if he were a half-wit. “Bathing Harry, of course.”

“Bathing Harry,” he repeated. He pondered a moment. “But you have a nanny. I’ve met her. Quite stout and capable-looking. Is she ill? Has she gone on holiday?”

“Nanny Finn is putting my son to bed presently. I bathe Harry because I enjoy it. He is a little mischievous, of course, as all boys are.”

She let her gaze linger on his empty glass. “And thus, I am slightly wet from his splashes. I don’t mind. We have a jolly time of it.”

He shook his head. “Amazing.”

Without being asked, she was leading the way into her drawing room. Over her shoulder, she said, “How so? A mother bathing her child. What of it?”

“Oh, I’m certain you’re correct. All across England, indeed, let’s add Scotland, Wales, and Ireland to the mix. Throughout the British Isles, dear mamas are bathing their sons and daughters. I would wager, however, you are the only one in London with servants at your beck and call, particularly a nanny, who is yet doing the bathing herself.”

She stared at him, frowning, perhaps considering if he were correct.

Then she shrugged. “Would you pour me a drink?” And she gestured to the sideboard before plopping herself onto one of the sofas.

“Of course. If you can turn your hands to wrinkly prunes for your boy’s amusement, I can stretch my elbows to pour you a drink. Port or port?”

“Port, if you please,” she said, going along with his joke. Then she examined her hands, and he laughed.

“I was only teasing” He poured her half what the maid had given him and then he poured himself another of equal measure. “Not a wrinkle in sight.”

Sighing, she then stifled a yawn, apparently tired, her defenses down, or he doubted he’d be in her parlor.

“Well, I don’t care what you say,” she stated. “I love Harry more than anyone on earth, and I take pleasure in watching him play. Why should Nanny Finn have all the enjoyment?”

“I suppose it is not so different from when I used to groom my horse as a youth. We had stable hands, naturally, but I took pleasure in brushing my favorite mount.”

Her mouth had fallen open slightly, but as she took her drink from him, she started to smile. He loved seeing her normally serious face looking relaxed and amused.

“No, Lord Alder, my son and your horse are not in quite the same category, but I do believe you understand my meaning. I would have changed out of these damp clothes except you were uninvited, and, frankly, yet another change today before my nightclothes was unwelcome.

He grinned at her, trying to picture what she wore to bed.

As if reading his mind, she blushed, dipping her head to hide her face. In the next instant, having collected herself, she raised her gaze to his, sipped her drink, and straightened her shoulders.

“Why did you come?”

The cool lady of the house had returned.

“It seems a tad impetuous now, but I am growing my family’s fortune by way of the stock exchange. I have met with some success, and I wanted to share the news with someone.”

Seeing her nod, without any great interest, he decided to speak more frankly.

“No, not with merely anyone. That would be a lie. With you. My first thought was to tell you.”

Her eyebrows rose. “I see. And what about your family? Wouldn’t they like to know?”

Feeling deflated by her lack of enthusiasm, he shrugged and tossed back his drink.

“I’ll tell them soon enough, and yes, my father especially will be pleased.”

After a moment’s pause, she raised her glass to him. “In that case, let us toast to your success. I am… happy for you.”

Except she’d had trouble with the word happy. What a strange woman!

“I suppose while we are telling each other our news,” she began, “I should confess I had tea with Lady Cambrey the other day, and the topic of you arose.”

“Really?” He would like to have been a fly upon the wall.

“Naturally, she was surprised to see us together at the opera, given your…,” she trailed off. “Anyway, I did tell her you hadn’t treated her sister badly the way she thought.”

Thinking of Jenny, he looked to the decanter a few feet away. How differently he would have led the past few years of his life if they’d married and begun a family. Imagining what might have been used to sting, rather like splitting open an old wound. What’s more, that path of thought usually led to a strong drink. And another.

Strange to find, tonight, the missed opportunity of Jenny Blackwood didn’t torture him as it used to. Moreover, a third drink so quickly, especially in this lady’s presence, might be ill-advised.

“And what did the countess say?” he asked.

“Not much,” Mrs. St. Ange said. “She will ask Lady Lindsey to confirm your tale for she couldn’t give it credence out of hand, even coming from me.”

Michael shrugged. “Not when you received the information from me.”

She didn’t even look abashed when she said, “Precisely.”

After all, he knew his own reputation as a rogue. Why would any of the fairer sex take him at his word?

“Did she say anything else about me? Perhaps give you some advice?”

Mrs. St. Ange glanced away from him. Now, she did look disconcerted. Clearly, their discussion about him had included the usual warning one lady gave to the other over his wicked ways.

And yet, Ada Kathryn had come downstairs in her damp gown to see him and was presently looking at him with her big blue eyes.

Impulsively, he crossed to where she sat and joined her. Without even thinking about it, he took her hand in his, simply wanting to touch her.

“After the earful of poison she must have given you, I’m shocked you didn’t send Randall back downstairs to heave me to the pavement.”

“Poison, you say, but not lies?” Her gaze was fixed on his.

“Most likely the awful truth,” he admitted. “I haven’t hidden who I am or what I’ve done. So probably Lady Cambrey knows as well as anyone.”

She nodded, looking neither impressed by his wickedness nor fearful. Instead, she simply looked enticing, with her disheveled tendrils falling all about her face and with her water-stained gown.

Michael bent closer. He hadn’t planned on kissing her again so soon, but now it seemed inevitable. As soon as he’d directed his carriage toward her door, he’d intended for them to end up closeted together and kissing. He simply hadn’t known it until that moment.

Breathing in her scent, he enjoyed her fragrance of fresh soap, no doubt from Harry’s bath. Her hair was already unkempt, so he didn’t have to worry about messing it up further. Rather, he could give in to his desire to slide his fingers into it and cradle her head while pulling her close.

To his delight, she relaxed against him as soon as his lips touched hers.
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When Ada had heard Lord Alder was in her foyer, she’d known they would end up kissing. It seemed unavoidable whenever they were alone. She’d not only come to expect it but to anticipate it with pleasure.

She would be lying to herself if she said she didn’t enjoy kissing him tremendously, even though she knew she was doing it only to ensnare him.

When his hands sunk into her hastily styled hair, shaking out pins and letting loose tendrils, she felt a quiver of excitement. As his tongue swept familiarly between her lips to taste her, she slipped her hands behind his neck, interlacing her fingers and holding on tightly.

Every nerve in her body became alert. She could feel her stockings snug against her toes, and her basquine felt too small across her breasts. Where her thighs pressed together, she trembled against the urge to open them. Already feeling the heat at her apex, she closed her eyes and imagined Michael Alder touching her there, precisely in the spot where she was on fire.

She moaned, and taking it as an invitation, he pressed her down the length of her sofa. Hovering over her, boldly, he palmed both her breasts, his thumb swiping across her nipples, before he continued his exploration. Resting on one arm, he reached down between them to her skirts, beginning to pull them up.

Feeling the cooler air on her ankles and calves, her body clamored for him to continue. So strange, this treacherous longing that gripped her, considering how disagreeable the actual act was.

Why was her body overheating, practically melting beneath his touch?

She felt his hand under her gown, brushing her left knee and then tracing a path up her thigh.

“Yes,” she hissed against his mouth.

In another instant, his fingers would touch her womanly mound, thread through her curls, reach her core. She had vowed it would never happen again.

Inside, her rational brain was trying to be heard. Remember, this is Lord Vile. He takes what he wants, without thought for the woman beneath him.

“Ada,” he murmured against her neck, and she rejoiced in her given name upon his lips.

She nearly whispered his name back to him, but then his fingers touched her most intimate place, silencing her.

Clenching her fingers into the cloth of his jacket, she sucked gently on his probing tongue. And then, deftly, softly, he stroked her. She bucked under him.

Her body was throbbing with need. Of course, she’d touched herself there before, but lying prone, having a man’s strong fingers playing over her as if she were a stringed instrument was entirely different.

Ada couldn’t move, couldn’t stop him because the sensations were so overwhelmingly delicious. Pure pleasure. Wavering between holding her breath and breathing deeply, she didn’t even mind when he tugged at her bodice, exposing her breasts. His mouth left hers to kiss a path down to her décolletage.

Eyes shut tight, head arched back, and with something deep inside her coiled and ready to spring, when Michael latched his lips upon one of her nipples, she cried out again, “Yes!”

To the ministrations of his lips upon her flesh, he added his clever tongue. All the while, his fingers at her core moved rhythmically, a little faster, a little more intensely.

She wriggled against him, not to stop him, only to help herself to a culmination that was just out of reach.

And then as he fastened his teeth gently onto one of her nipples, he slipped a finger inside her slick channel, even as his thumb continued its sweet stroking of the bud between her legs.

“Oohh,” she moaned as she felt the tension inside her reach its peak and then, wonder of wonders, release like a fast unraveling spiral.

It was glorious!

It was exhausting!

As if she’d been on a journey far away, she felt herself return to her own drawing room, her own sofa. Opening her eyes, she looked down the length of her body at the same time as Lord Alder lifted his head from her breast to meet her gaze.

Thankfully, he didn’t add to her immediate mortification with a smug expression. Perhaps he seemed a little pleased with himself, yet he had the good grace to quickly remove his hand from her private area and begin to sit up. At the same time, he drew her skirts down.

Scrambling out from under him, breathing hard, she sat up. What in blue blazes had happened to her control? And, sweet mother of God, how had she gone so many years without such an exquisite sensation! The explicit book, Aristotle’s Masterpiece, had been right all along.

Lord Alder remained silent, staring at her as if she were a specimen under a microscope. What was he thinking? She couldn’t ask him.

She’d known she was in danger of going further than a kiss, but she’d never intended to be transported to such giddy heights. Gracious! She’d let him touch her. He’d even bitten her.

Glancing down, she realized the bodice of her basquine still rode low, exposing one of her breasts and half the other. With a fierce yank, she pulled it up, at the same time, standing and facing away from him.

Her hands were shaking.

What should she say?

Why didn’t he speak?

“That was…” Dammit! She couldn’t say it was unwanted or even unpleasant. Undoubtedly, he could tell by her body’s reactions how very pleasant and wanted it was.

Yet it had been inappropriate. Entirely so.

“You shouldn’t have,” she said finally, a lame half-hearted protest.

He chuckled softly, and she whirled to face him.

“Are you laughing at me?” She didn’t think she could bear to be the object of his humor. If it was the case, she would banish him forever from her life.

“No,” he insisted, standing up and swiftly moving to take her in his arms.

“I was thinking how you may be right. I should not have done that, for now my discomfort nearly matches your pleasure.”

Frowning, she felt wooly headed. What was he saying?

He took her hand and placed it on the fall of his pants, so she could feel… Oh dear! His manhood bulged against the fine wool fabric, hard as a stick.

With her fingers against him, he groaned, and her gaze flew to his.

“You must know what it does to a man, to see the woman he desires reach her fulfillment under his touch. And then not to have any release himself.”

She should know. That is, if she’d truly been a wife.

It seemed painful. Would he explode?

“Will you be all right?” she asked.

This brought another slight laugh from him. “Eventually, yes. Everything will, uh, calm down. Perhaps another drink,” he suggested.

She supposed if they were true paramours, after she’d found her release, as he called it, then they would have done what they’d done in the gazebo and—

Yes, she remembered his extreme pleasure that night. He’d groaned and shot his seed inside her. Glancing again at his pants, she realized another Harry was just on the other side of Lord Alder’s trousers, waiting to reach her womb.

She could use a drink, too, something to dull the many conflicting thoughts and feelings.

Silently, she poured them both a generous amount, but she couldn’t sit. At least not there, on the sofa where he’d only just…

“Drink up,” Ada told him handing him his glass, before she took a generous swallow, letting the tawny-colored liquid glide down the back of her throat. “Then you must go.”
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Chapter Thirteen


Michael had never been dismissed so quickly. True, he’d jumped up from any number of females’ beds as soon as he’d spent inside them, and he’d left while they were still basking in the aftermath. This was different.

How he longed to embed himself deep inside her and finish off the yearning built up over the past weeks. He had a feeling he might have been able to do it, too, right when she was quivering with pleasure at his touch.

Except he knew if he had, he would never be allowed to see her again. She was a skittish wild creature, as it turned out, and he must continue to take it slowly if he ever hoped to have her spread naked beneath him, her soft thighs wrapped around his waist while he pumped into her.

She would enjoy it. He would make certain. For his part, he would be ecstatic.

But, alas, not yet.

Finishing his third glass of port, knowing it was his pent-up, unfulfilled desire keeping him stone sober, he took his leave.

When at home, retired to his own bed, he had to stroke himself to climax, all the while thinking of Ada Kathryn. Her own release had come so quickly and intensely, no doubt due to the length of time since her husband’s death. It was obvious she hadn’t been with a man in a long time.

All he could think of as he finished himself off was how her skin had tasted and how beautiful she looked, particularly at the moment of her fulfillment.

He hoped to see it happen again. Soon.

The next morning, he received a letter from Frederick Willis.

The list of Ada Kathryns who had attended a ball at Almack’s was short indeed, namely one, Ada Kathryn Ellis, daughter of Baron and Lady Ellis.

Staring at the paper, he felt a twinge of unease. Why was he searching out her past? What could he hope to accomplish?

Yet, now he held a nugget more of information he hadn’t had before. Ellis. Nice enough name. It didn’t smack of anything unacceptable. Perhaps an old Welsh family.

In any case, he could either surprise her by letting on he knew her name, which he already guessed she wouldn’t like as she seemed an extraordinarily private person, or he could dig deeper. To what end?

Because she’d come to mean something to him, and the idea she would never let him be her paramour didn’t sit well with him. He wanted to dispense with the awkwardness, wrap his arms around her, and make passionate love to her.

He had a suspicion she didn’t like him for some reason other than his exceedingly debauched past. Could her life prior to marrying Mr. St. Ange hold the key?

First, unfortunately, he had to go to his family’s seat in Kent. His mother was clamoring for a visit, ever since he’d accepted the task of growing the family’s coffers. Moreover, he wanted to see his siblings.

Thus, the very next day, he strode into the front hall of Oxonholt, their West Kent house, which he hadn’t set foot in for four years. Formerly a royal deer park, now simply a royal pain in the ass. Already too large for their modest family and dwindling accounts, nevertheless about seven years earlier, his father had commissioned the renowned French gothic revivalist architect, Anthony Salvin, to build the mansard dome and the chateau tower.

What on God’s green earth did they need a tower for? Weren’t they a modern family for pity’s sake? Michael still rolled his eyes at the foolishness of it.

In any case, the house looked the same as when he’d last seen it. Exactly the same. Outdated, rather ugly wallpaper, landscape paintings by some unknown artist, scuffed floor in need of a good polish, but with the hundreds of feet of wood in the home all in need of beeswax, that was understandable.

His father had run out of money after the renovations, no doubt, and this was how it would remain until Michael infused the estate with new income.

Even the butler, Mr. Tulsey, was the same. He welcomed the prodigal son home without even raising an eyebrow or creating the slightest crease of interest in his unflappable face.

“Is Lady Alder somewhere about?” Michael asked him.

“Yes, sir. In the parterre gardens. Amongst her roses, my lord. Shall I announce you?”

“No, I can find my own way. But I would like a brandy when you get a minute. No, make it madeira. Don’t want to upset Mummy at this hour. A good-sized glass, mind you, Tulsey. I’m very thirsty.”

“Very good, my lord.”

And Tulsey disappeared with the perfect speed ensuring he didn’t look hurried yet imparting confidence in Michael he would have his drink shortly.

Precisely as the butler had said, his mother was in her rose garden, pruning the bushes.

“Mummy,” he called out to her.

She shrieked unnecessarily, dropped the snips she held in one hand and the basket from the other. Instead of running toward him, she covered her face with her hands and began to sob.

Michael couldn’t help rolling his eyes at her histrionics. True, it had been a number of years, but he hadn’t come back from the dead. It was, in truth, merely a quick jaunt from London.

Making his way toward her, he wasn’t sure what to do once he was standing before her. In the end, he patted her shoulder, and she lowered her hands. In the next instant, she gave him a smack across the cheek.

Good God! Where was Tulsey with that drink?

She looked aghast, perhaps due to her own erratic actions, then she reached out and hugged him, pressing her face against his chest.

“My son! My son!”

Again, he patted her back, somewhat gingerly. This was the woman who had ruined his happiness, after all. Though now he knew the reason, fear of financial ruin, he supposed he almost understood his parents duplicitous and underhanded scheming.

Hearing footfalls behind him, he stopped patting, hoping she would take her cue and release him. She didn’t, not until he tried to turn, and then she looked past him.

“What is that, Tulsey?”

“His lordship’s madeira, my lady.”

At last, she took a step back, and Michael could breathe again. He could also turn and take the glass from the tray.

“Do you want anything, Mummy?” he asked, taking a sip. Ah, refreshing!

Frowning at him, she shook her head. “That will be all,” she told the butler, who disappeared at once.

“Don’t you think tea or coffee is more appropriate at this hour?”

He stared down at her. “Don’t you think not stealing a man’s fiancée out from under him is most appropriate at any hour?”

She sighed and tossed her hands up. “Really! It’s been nearly four years, hasn’t it?”

Stooping, he picked up her snips, tossed them in the basket, and then handed it to her, all the while careful not to spill his wine.

“I hear you wanted to see me. Was it simply to smack my cheek with motherly affection?”

She paled slightly. “I cannot believe you stayed away so long. Do you know how much I missed you?”

“You had Gabriel and Camille.” And he’d had his gin and his wenches. It seemed like a fair trade.

His mother pursed her lips. “One child doesn’t replace another one. That’s nonsense.”

“I see.” He supposed she was correct. “Where are they anyway?”

She tilted her head, staring at him. “Did you truly come here simply to see us?”

He stopped scanning the property for signs of his siblings and looked at her.

“Why yes, of course. Why else?”

She pursed her lips for a second, then blurted, “Not to ask for money.”

He barked out a laugh.

“No, indeed not. Apparently, in this family, I’m the only one who not only has some but can make more.”

“Your father mentioned something about your going to the market. Is that paying off, then?”

“Mummy, I am not ‘going to the market.’ I’m investing in it. But never mind. Explaining trading and stocks and the exchange is not my strong suit, either. All you need to know is it’s going well. I hope we shall continue to have an earldom for many years to come.”

“That’s good, dear.” She appeared entirely unconcerned. Perhaps his father hadn’t explained the dire circumstances in which they were in danger of falling.

“Michael,” came a soft voice.

Whirling, he caught sight of Camille hurrying toward him.

“There’s my girl,” he said, feeling utterly fond of his sister, who looked, at that moment, rather wild. So much so, he handed his mother the wine glass, knowing what was coming.

Brown hair flying loose and her hands fisted in her skirts to hold them up, Camille was tearing across the back terrace toward them. Down the stone steps in a flash, and she was in his arms.

“You’re here” she said, at last. “Mummy, Michael is here. In Kent!”

“Yes, dear. He was born and raised here and was bound to return at some point.”

Their mother, over the shock of seeing him, went back to cutting her roses.

“Let me look at you.” He held Camille away from him. “Are you excited for the upcoming Season? Father told me you are coming out.”

“I am!” She jumped up and down, more like a child than a young lady hoping to marry. “I cannot wait for my first London ball.”

“Ah, yes.” He thought of the many he had attended and of what often happened in the larger homes with many dark rooms and in the gardens. “Hopefully, I can be your chaperone, along with Mummy, of course.”

Camille merely shrugged. “I cannot wait to start ordering gowns and move into a townhouse. Will we stay with you?”

He flinched. The large Alder townhouse had been sold years ago. Michael had been a small boy at the time. Probably the family had needed money then, too. His father stayed at his club when he went to London, and his mother never went.

Luckily, Michael had been deeded his own small place from his grandfather, who’d kept it for his mistress! He could not imagine his mother and sister living there with him, but it might be the only option.

Unless he continued to make money at the exchange.

“Where’s Gabriel?” he asked.

“Where he always is,” their mother piped up.

Camille offered a fond smile. “Let’s go find him.” She grabbed his arm.

“You’ll stay for dinner,” his mother called after them.

And it was as if he’d never left the bosom of the family.

When alone with his sister, her sweet face resting against his shoulder, Michael relaxed. The first meeting with his mother hadn’t been terrible at all, apart from her sobbing and smacking his cheek. He’d seen Camille and Gabriel at least once every six months, since their home was under two hours from London, making sure they understood two things: one, he loved being their brother and would always look out for them, and two, they shouldn’t trust their parents.

They had to learn it sometime, and better from him than being blindsided by parental craftiness.

“When you are displayed upon the marriage mart,” he told his sister, “you must take precautions.”

Camille giggled. “Oh, I know. Never be alone with a man. Never let him kiss me. Never dance more than twice with the same one unless I want us to be linked.”

Michael laughed. How many times had he caused a young lady to break all those rules, and then some?

“Yes, that’s all good advice,” he admitted, hoping his sister had better luck than the ladies he’d compromised, “but I meant precautions against our parents. I now know exactly what they are like, and they will try to pawn you off, even sell you, to the wealthiest eligible man. Whether you like the fellow or not.”

Camille’s footsteps faltered, and her expression went from delighted to devastated in a heartbeat.

Dammit! He’d spoken too plainly.

“Don’t worry, dear sis, I won’t let you be married off to someone you don’t like.”

“Promise?”

“As long as you don’t put yourself in a situation where marriage is the only alternative.”

She laughed. “You never let that stop you!”

He halted in his tracks, right as they reached the stables courtyard. What had she heard?

“What do you mean?” he asked.

Offering him a knowing grin, Camille said, “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, dear brother, but the doings of Lord Vile have even reached us here in the country.”

He shook his head. “How did you know it was I with that godawful moniker the ton slapped upon me?”

“Easy. Every time Mummy came across anything in the papers about you, she circled it for Father to see. It was always about ‘Lord A, also known as Lord Vile, until it simply became Lord V.’ It doesn’t take an Oxford intellectual to know who’s who.”

They entered the stables, which to Michael, had always been a place of refuge. He’d told Ada about grooming a horse. He hadn’t told her how he’d broken a series of them in his youth, creating damn fine riding mounts from practically wild beasts.

Following him around when he was old enough was always his younger brother, Gabriel. However, though Gabe was an excellent hand with equines, canines were his passion. Thus, it was no surprise when they entered the ancient building, nodding to the first stable hand they saw, to find Gabe surrounded by a pack of hounds. Not merely surrounded, either. He was seated on the floor, legs crossed, and a quick headcount told Michael there were eight dogs in continuous movement around him.

“You’re like their sun,” Michael called out over the din of the barking animals.

Gabriel caught sight of him and shot him a smile that looked so like Camille’s. Strangely, also reminding him of little Harry’s.

“Hark,” he called out, and there was blissful silence except for the whinnying of a horse in one of the stalls.

“That’s a good bit of magic,” Michael said now that he could be heard.

Getting to his feet, his brother with the darkest brown hair in the family said, “Here’s another bit. Sit.”

Every last canine bottom hit the cobbled floor.

“What do you think?” Gabe asked, stepping through the devoted dogs to reach his brother.

“I think that’s bloody amazing,” Michael admitted.

Gabe grinned. “I may make my living train hunting dogs since I don’t have the burden of lounging around as the heir apparent.”

“Why you!” Then, as always happened, they had to scuffle around and mess up each other’s hair before he let his brother declare it a mutual victory, even though Michael could wipe the floor with him. What’s more, Gabriel knew it.

“Anyway, I think it’s a fine idea,” Michael said. “People will always need well-trained dogs.” Then he thought of Ada and Harry.

“What about a family pet? Any of these mutts good for that purpose? Sitting by the fire, letting a lady rest her feet upon him, or playing tug-of-war with a young boy and going for a stroll on a leash through the park?”

As he stopped talking, he realized his brother and sister were staring at him.

“Now what have I said?”

Camille spoke first. “You sound as if you’re a married man with a family. That’s all.”

Michael felt his face get hot. He had, hadn’t he?

“Are you?” she pressed. “Are you marrying that woman?”

“Which woman?” Did his entire family already know he was trying to woo and bed Mrs. St. Ange?

“‘Lady P’ is how she’s referred to in the papers. Mummy says it’s Lady Pepperton.”

He pressed his lips together. He wouldn’t discuss his personal life with his siblings and especially not his parents.

“Well?” Camille prompted, all the while with Gabriel looking on interestedly.

“No. And that’s all I will say.”

His siblings glanced at one another.

“Anyway,” Gabe said, “they’re not mutts. They’re foxhounds, every one. They’d be fine as pets, very sociable, too, except they can be loud. Listen to this.” He turned to the pack. “Sing!”

They began to bay. The hair on the back of Michael’s neck stood up.

“If it’s a town pet,” Gabe continued as if he wasn’t being accompanied by the loud canine sounds directly behind him, “you might not want him singing next door to your neighbor.”

“Make them stop,” Camille protested.

“Hark,” he said just as before, and they fell silent, all of them with their eyes fixed on the youngest Alder, awaiting his next command.

“Also,” Gabe continued, “if they lose their training, they may start following a scent and wander for miles.”

“The baying alone is enough to put me off,” Michael said. Maybe Ada and her son simply needed a rabbit or a parrot.

“I trained a pack of spaniels a couple months back.” Gabe was clearly warming to the topic. “For flushing out pheasants, you know. If you confess this dog is really for a nice lady and her son, I’ll show you something you’ll like.”

“Very well,” Michael agreed, enjoying the light in his brother’s eyes. “Yes, I have a lady friend, and she has a two-year-old boy. Now, show me what you’ve got.”

“Come on.” Gabe turned and led them out the other side of the stables into the paddock. “Where are they?”

With his two siblings, Michael stood and surveyed the grassy field. In the far corner, three dogs were running around.

“They probably have a rabbit at their mercy,” Gabe muttered. “Come,” he called out and, instantly, the three dogs came at a run.

“Why do they stay in the paddock?” Michael asked his brother, since the fencing was meant to contain the horses only.

“Because I tell them to,” Gabe said, pride in his voice. The three newcomers jumping excitedly around them.

“The red setter there is Rufus, the retriever is Myrtle, and this fellow,” he bent to pick up the smallest of the three, a black and white spaniel, “is Dash.”

“Dash?” Michael repeated.

“He’s lovely,” Camille said, leaning toward her brother to pet its head. “Mummy’s cats probably wouldn’t like him in the house, though.”

“Sold all the rest of the litter. He was the runt, but he’s grown up fine,” Gabe said. “He’d make a great city pet. Happy simply to be with people or even sit on your lady friend’s lap like a cat.”

“Really?” Michael couldn’t imagine the handsome animal settling onto a lap. He seemed so full of vim and vigor. But he could well imagine him on the floor playing with Harry. “You’d part with Dash?”

“For a small sum,” Gabe shot back.

Michael threw back his head and laughed. His brother was going to make a fine businessman.

“Also, I’d like to meet your lady and her son someday.”

“Oh, yes,” Camille agreed. “I would, too.”

Thinking how unlikely that was, with Ada being so prickly, he readily agreed.

“Deal,” he said.

After an excruciating meal with his parents, questioning him on what he was doing with his life, made bearable only because of his siblings’ presence, Michael decided to spend the night in his old room. Gabe could tell him all he needed to know about caring for Dash. After, Michael could share a bottle of brandy with his father while filling him in on the good news from the stock exchange, a topic too vulgar for the dinner table with females present.

After dinner, Dash was brought into the house to get acclimated to the civilized world, though Michael thought the spaniel was already better behaved than many people he knew.

“He must stay in your room,” Lady Alder said. “I don’t want my pussycats frightened.”

By the time he went to bed, with Dash on the rug by the fireplace, Michael was exhausted but excited. He felt like old Father Christmas, bringing a present. Moreover, he couldn’t wait to see the look on Ada’s face.
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To that end, Michael went straight from Oxonholt to Belgrave Square, arriving by late afternoon.

Mr. Randall opened the door and immediately dropped his gaze to the dog sitting at Michael’s feet.

“Good day, Randall,” Michael intoned, excited by seeing Ada again. “Is she home?”

“If you’re referring to her ladyship, my lord, yes. However, once again, she isn’t seeing visitors, not uninvited ones.”

“Bathing the boy?” Michael asked.

Randall frowned. “No, my lord. I believe she is reading in the library.”

“Please tell her I’m here, and I come bearing gifts.” After all, she was probably engaged in one of those silly romance novels with which all the ladies were obsessed. Even more so if it were gothic and romantic. Nothing like a dark and freezing castle, a lady in distress acting ridiculously, and a couple of ghosts clanking around to evoke thoughts of romantic love. At least, that’s what he heard.

“Yes, my lord,” and Randall closed the door before Michael could bargain with him to let him wait in the foyer.

“Well, Dash, we wait. I don’t suppose we’ll see a glass of brandy or port out here, will we?”

No matter. Retrieving his flask from his pocket, he had a few sips, and was just putting it away when the door flew open.

It was Mrs. St. Ange, herself.

“Are you insane?” were her first words, as she stared down at the dog. “Mr. Randall told me what you’d brought, but I couldn’t credit it until I’d seen it with my own eyes.”

“Yes, a dog for you and Harry.” He thought Dash was making a good first impression.

Her mouth formed an “O” and then tears sprang to her eyes.

Michael hoped those were tears of happiness, but he started to feel doubtful as she put a hand to her mouth and shook her head.

“No, no, no.”

“I’m sorry, Ada. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Though for the life of him, he couldn’t imagine how he had.

Her eyes locked with his, and then she collected herself, narrowing her gaze.

“I never gave you leave to call me by my given name. Nor could I imagine you’d show up without warning and bring us a dog. A sweet-looking, soft dog! How dare you!”

The next thing Michael knew, he was staring at the firmly slammed, darkly painted front door. If he’d been a step closer, his nose would have paid the price. Little Dash even jumped back in alarm.

Exchanging a glance with the spaniel, Michael shrugged.

“I’m afraid, dear chap, I have no idea what that was about. I guess, for the time being, you’re coming home with me.”
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Chapter Fourteen


Ada ran back to the security of her library, trying not to think of the adorable dog on the other end of Lord Vile’s leash.

“He should be the one collared and restrained,” she muttered, thinking of the arrogant man.

What an oaf! How dare he assume she’d want a dog? Moreover, how dare he do something so thoughtful for her and Harry. She could not possibly have any idea how to handle it.

He was Lord Vile, practically a drunkard and definitely a despoiler of women, including herself. After his last visit, she’d half expected him to send a note apologizing for being so forward. Instead, he brought her a dog.

She’d told Maggie he was being nice, but this! This was beyond the pale.

Her fingers had itched to reach down and touch the dog’s soft-looking fur. Now she wanted to tear her own hair out. Or Michael Alder’s.

What’s more, he’d had his charming smile upon his face, hiding the villain behind.

With a vicious oath, she cleared the table of all the business newspapers, sending them swirling to the floor with a single incensed sweep of her hand.

Each encounter with him made it harder to hold onto the darkest part of her anger, the simmering rage that gave her strength. Without it, she would find everything she was doing to ruin the man’s life a difficult burden.

Bending down, she began to pick up the papers. It wasn’t like her to have a fit of temper. She and Lord Alder had had a brief conversation about dogs, hadn’t they? Was that why he’d brought her one? Harry would adore it. Moreover, so would she? If only she could tolerate the gift bearer.

Accepting the dog would make her beholden to him, or at least, it would soften her hatred.

Blast the man!

“Mama!” It was Harry. He came bounding into the room ahead of Nanny Finn. “Doggy!” he yelled in delight before crashing into her skirts.

Crouching down, she hugged him while sending a searching look to the nanny.

Nanny Finn shrugged. “We were upstairs, and he saw his lordship approach with the dog. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Ada assured her, but Harry was looking at her with his big amber eyes, the same way his father had just looked at her before she’d slammed the door on him. No doubt Michael Alder was perplexed by her seemingly irrational and inexplicable actions.

“Mama! Where is doggy?”

Oh dear!

The boy had no siblings, no father, and now she’d deprived him of a cuddly spaniel. Of course, they could go buy a dog if she had any idea where one procured a trained one. It wasn’t as if there was a corner shop filled with pets.

Smiling at the odd notion, she straightened. Given a few minutes to think about it, she was beginning to believe she would accept the gift. Maybe it would even help with her plan to make Lord Vile fall hopelessly in love with her. Though how, she had no idea.

“Nanny Finn, I believe our household needs a dog. Shall we go to Lord Alder’s and claim that one?”

The nanny looked at her strangely. “I’m sure Harry will enjoy growing up with a dog, madam, but I must tell you, I’m not picking up after it. My responsibilities stop with the child.”

“Yes, Nanny Finn, I understand.” If need be, Ada could make Rachel or even Mr. Randall clean up after the dog until Harry became old enough in a few years. Most likely, her butler wouldn’t mind.

“All right, we’ll do it. Let’s all get changed for an outing.”

Ushering them before her from the room, she rang for Mr. Randall.

“My driver isn’t coming today, is he?”

“No, madam.”

“Can you hail us a Hansom cab? We’re off to Brook Street.”

Then she thought of the tight fit of her, Nanny Finn, Harry, and then a dog.

“On second thought, see if you can get us a hackney.”

“Yes, madam.”

By the time Harry was made presentable and she’d changed into a suitable day dress, the hired carriage was waiting. She’d also had the unpleasant task of sending Lucy two doors down to ask Lady Pepperton for the exact number of Lord Alder’s residence.

Showing up uninvited was bad enough. Feeling queasy at the vulgarity of her task, Ada would have to apologize for her rash behavior—apologizing to him!—which was even worse. And what if he’d already given the dog to someone else?

It was the thought the spaniel would no longer be available that spurred her on to complete this distasteful mission. Harry was bouncing excitedly at her side. If Alder hesitated due to her slamming the door in his face, she was confident he could not disappoint Harry.

In fifteen minutes, the driver, with instructions to wait, let them off at Alder’s townhouse in the heart of Mayfair.

Ada stood on the step, stomach churning with apprehension, holding Harry’s hand like a talisman, and Nanny Finn firmly at her back. She pressed the bell, then used the knocker for good measure.

In a minute, the door swung open and a tall, thin man looked down at her.

“Yes, madam?”

“We are here to see Lord V—,” she caught herself just in time, “Lord Alder. He is not expecting us exactly, but he has our dog.”

That sounded a good a reason as any to give the servant so she didn’t seem like an ill-mannered intruder.

“I see, madam. Won’t you come in. I’ll tell his lordship you’re here. For your dog,” he added, opening the door wide.

Stepping into his home, she wondered how many women had crossed the same polished wooden front hall. Doubtfully any of them had a son and his nanny in tow. Ada couldn’t help noticing the stairs to the upper floor. To Vile’s bedroom, which, if even a few of the paper’s accounts were true, saw a lot of comings and goings.

After what had occurred in her parlor, however, she realized a bed was incidental.

The butler showed them into the front room, a parlor that was not lavish yet neither sporting shabby furnishings that might make one cringe. All three of them remained standing in the center on the rug, though Harry was tugging on her hand.

One of the double doors reopened, and the first thing they saw was a streak of black and white fur rushing in, followed by Lord Alder. Harry broke free of her grasp and was on the floor with the spaniel before Alder even had a chance to greet them.

After glancing at the boy and dog already becoming playmates, he took Ada’s hand and bowed over it, just as if she hadn’t behaved abominably a short while earlier. Just as if he hadn’t had his hand up her skirts before that. Then he nodded to Nanny Finn.

“May I get you ladies anything?”

She wanted to scream. He was not only being a gracious host, he was including her nanny.

Finally, Ada found her voice. “I… I…”

Unfortunately, she couldn’t find her words. Flustered and loath to give him any satisfaction or gratitude, she snapped her mouth closed.

“Tea?” he offered, and by the slanted smile, he knew she was discomfited.

“Yes,” she ground out. “That would be lovely.”

Then she recalled the nature of their visit and her desire to keep it short. Don’t be intimidated by him, she schooled herself. Ignore appearances. He has behaved terribly in the past. Standing a little straighter, she stopped being a mincing coward.

“Actually, we came only for the spaniel. Harry saw it out of the window and assumed it was for him.”

“It is,” Lord Alder confirmed.

“We cannot stay for tea. We came in a hackney. It’s waiting, so we must go at once.”

Ada felt better already. They could attach the same leash she’d seen Alder holding and be gone in under five minutes.

“Nonsense, I’ll have Lawrence send it away,” he said smoothly. “We’re civilized people, aren’t we, Nanny Finn? We must have tea.”

Then nanny, bemused at being addressed, merely nodded.

Ada clenched her hands at the implied notion she wasn’t being civil.

“That won’t be necessary,” she said.

“I insist.” With that, Alder stuck his head out the door of the parlor and had words with his butler. When he returned, Ada was seething.

“I must protest, for we shall now have to go to the trouble of procuring another carriage.”

“Nonsense,” he said again, making her want to bop him on the head with her reticule. “Tea along with biscuits, of course, are in order while I tell you about Dash.”

“Dash?” Ada had lost control of the situation, and it galled her.

“The dog.” Lord Alder turned to Harry whose cheeks were now being washed by the spaniel’s tongue. “Your dog’s name is Dash, unless you wish it to be otherwise.”

“Dash!” Harry repeated, proving he was listening.

An easily spoken name, Ada thought, even for a boy not yet three.

“Very well, my lord. We shall stay for tea.”

Without being invited, she chose a seat on the dark blue sofa and nodded to Nanny Finn to join her. As soon as her bottom touched the damask fabric, however, she recollected what had happened on her own sofa, and nearly jumped up. She could only imagine the many scenes of sensual relations that had been played out right where she sat. Vile!

Shooting a glance at their host, she found him staring at her and wondered if his thoughts had gone where hers had. Next thing she knew, her cheeks were heating up.

Drat the man!

Taking a quick look around the room, she thought it likely a woman had never lived there. Functional furnishings included two wingback chairs, various tables dotted about, a mirror, a landscape painting, and a sideboard nearly groaning with the weight of bottles and decanters. Good God!

She stared at it, not having ever seen so much alcohol displayed.

When she looked back at Alder, she realized he had followed her gaze and a slight red flush appeared on his cheeks. Was he blushing now?

Clearing his throat, he sat in one of the chairs.

“I’m glad you came. I was about to write a note expressing my hope you would see fit to accept Dash and, naturally, I was also going to apologize for being too forward.”

Ada’s breath caught and her gaze darted to the nanny then back to him, her cheeks now scalding hot as she pressed her lips together. Was he mad bringing up what had occurred in her drawing room?

His eyebrows drew together in puzzlement at her reaction, and then, as if realizing what she might think, he added, “For bringing the dog to your home, I mean.”

Of course! She was being too sensitive. He’d probably already forgotten the incident, which, to her, loomed huge in the experiences of her life. For him, it was undoubtedly a minor trifle.

Precisely that, in fact! He had trifled with her!

“Mama,” Harry shrieked with delight, snatching her attention. He was on his back with the dog half-planted on his stomach. “Doggy!” he squealed.

Her heart melted. Truly, what a wonderful gift! Deciding to put aside her rancor for the moment, she began her questions as the tea tray was brought in.

“Where did you procure him?”

Alder picked up a biscuit and crossed his legs before answering. “My brother has a way with dogs. He trains them.”

“Yes, I believe you mentioned him before.”

“I visited my family, and Gabriel had recently trained a pack of spaniels, for flushing the birds from the bushes. He’d kept this one and said he would make a good pet. I thought of Harry.”

That made her flinch, and her heart started beating faster. She didn’t want Lord Vile thinking of Harry.

“And your brother had already named him Dash?”

“Yes, I believe the queen has a similar dog with the same name, and my brother has an odd sense of humor.”

“It’s a fine name,” she murmured. “Did he recommend anything in particular for feeding him?”

“Meat and vegetables,” he said, “at least twice a day, and not too much bread or biscuits.”

She tried to remember what the cook fed her dog as a child, but she couldn’t recall ever noticing.

“Until Mary gets better at cooking, I suppose Dash will have plenty of scrapings off our plates.” She hadn’t meant to make a joke, but Lord Alder laughed.

“I hope Mary is improving or the dog will grow fat.”

She wanted to laugh, too, but tamped it down.

“Luckily, you’ve got the green on your square and Hyde Park close by,” he pointed out.

“When I take Harry out to the park for a breath of air, I don’t mind if we take the dog,” said Nanny Finn, who even then had stretched out her hand to let the dog sniff it.

“Thank you,” Ada told her, sipping the tea, which was perfectly brewed. It tasted delicious except she didn’t want to enjoy his hospitality, not even his wretched tea.

“He’s got a rather plain collar,” Lord Alder pointed out. “Not like the jewel-encrusted ones I’ve seen fashionable ladies with in the park.”

Nanny Finn chuckled.

“I meant their dogs, of course, not the ladies. He’s also got a leash, a plain but sturdy one. And he is to have water available at all times, according to my brother.”

The brothers had discussed the dog and what Alder must impart to her on its care. The brothers might have even spoke about her and Harry!

Ada set her cup and saucer down and stood up. She knew she was abrupt, but she couldn’t take another moment of this domesticity in his presence. He was even charming her nanny.

Of course, Lord Alder jumped up, too. When he stood, the room seemed to shrink, and she was glad of a small table between them.

“Perhaps you could give us the dog’s trappings,” she suggested, “and we’ll leave you in peace.” Then she remembered the hackney. “Also, if you could have your butler hail us another carriage.”

He shook his head. “My driver will return you to your home. I’ll get Dash’s things. First, shall I tell you what commands he knows?”

Without awaiting her answer, he went to the boy and dog.

“Come,” he said, and Dash jumped off of Harry and rushed over to Alder.

“Sit.” And the spaniel sat.

Harry clapped. “Come,” he yelled, and the dog returned to him.

“I’m impressed with your brother,” Ada admitted.

“If he starts to bark loudly, then I suggest you try, ‘hark.’ At least, that worked on the foxhounds. It made them stop and listen.”

“If he barks too loudly,” said Nanny Finn, “he’ll feel the end of my foot.”

Ada hid her smile at her no-nonsense nanny.

“We shall try ‘hark’ first, of course,” Ada said. “About his leash?”

To her relief, they were soon at the front door, Dash in collar and leash, which Ada held the end of, while Harry held his nanny’s hand.

“Your carriage awaits, Mrs. St. Ange. Incidentally, my siblings would like to meet you.”

She felt as if the floor tilted under her, and she nearly dropped the dog’s leash.

“Whyever for?” came out of her mouth before she could think. Her next thought was even less kind. Not in a hundred years!

Alder smiled, and it looked so genuine, if she didn’t know him for a cad and a libertine, rather than a kind, dog-gifting man, she might have fallen for him.

“Gabriel wants to meet the person who has his dog, of course, and Camille, she’s simply curious about my… friends.”

“I see,” Ada said. She didn’t want to tell him then how unlikely it was such a meeting would ever occur. After all, they were supposed to be forming an attachment. “Please do give your brother my thanks for parting with Dash. Good day.”

With that, she turned from his handsome face, his attractive smile, and his knowing eyes.

“Come along, let’s go home.”
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Watching them leave, Michael felt a prick of something—perhaps envy—at her word, home. Tonight, he pictured her tucking Harry into bed before sitting in her library or drawing room, maybe a glass of port in her hand. She would pick up a book or her needlepoint, if that was her fancy. The fire would be crackling beside her, and Dash would sit on her glorious lap, where he, too, would like to lay his head.

He intended to go to White’s and play cards with strangers, some who barely tolerated him, and drink. The brandy made it bearable. In fact, enjoyable. It was always a satisfactory evening, particularly if he ran into Hemsby. Usually, in months past, he would then head over to Elizabeth’s afterward, or previously to Lilith’s.

Yet the notion of home intrigued him. He had one, he reminded himself, as he took the stairs two at a time to change for the evening ahead.

Had Mr. St. Ange appreciated what he had? Had he sat with Ada Kathryn of an evening and then taken her upstairs to the bedroom to make passionate love? Did she even now spend her evenings thinking of her dead husband, perhaps desperately missing him, still loving him?

It all seemed so grown up, compared to his existence. When he thought he might have to keep Dash, he’d been a tad nervous. Of course, he would have made his butler care for the dog, but knowing there was a creature whose responsibility ultimately fell upon his shoulders had given him pause for thought. Imagine having a child!

Recalling Ada’s words at Elizabeth’s party. “You haven’t needed to grow up,” she’d said, and she might have been correct. When his father had admonished him as a ‘truculent child,’ he’d dismissed him, too. However, Michael did do as he pleased, rather like a willful child.

Thus, why did he keep finding himself wanting to assist her in any way he could? Maybe he was maturing.

“Fenley,” he called to his valet. “Bring me some brandy. I’m becoming far too introspective.”

Soon, he would begin to reap the rewards of his generosity. After all, how could she turn him away after he’d made her son so happy? When he next kissed her and reminded her of the bliss she’d found at his touch, certainly she’d be willing to reciprocate.

Tonight, though, he would ask at the club if anyone knew of the Ellis family.
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Chapter Fifteen


How had they ever lived without Dash? He kept Harry constantly amused and laughing. In fact, he kept them both happy with his dark, button eyes glistening at them, his playful nature, and his lovely tail, thankfully not docked, swishing back and forth displaying his own joy. Moreover, she loved the white streak between the black markings on his head, making it look as if Dash sported a very neat parting of his fur.

Every time she encountered this new furry member of their family, her heart warmed. Even Nanny Finn had obviously taken to the dog, never once complaining about him being under foot.

To think Lord Vile had accomplished this. The devil take him.

It had been difficult, indeed, to respond to his next missive inviting her to a concert. A little distance was needed after what had happened on her sofa.

He was too skilled at the art of seduction, and she was too inexperienced to resist. Perhaps if she’d had a few years of such sensual encounters, she would be able to easily rebuff him. Instead, her body melted under his touch and clamored for more.

Even while writing back to him from the safety of her own library, she imagined a repeat performance. Lord Alder could press her down upon her writing desk, lift her skirts, and—

A knock at the door interrupted her erotic reverie.

“Come in.”

Mr. Randall entered with a letter on a silver tray. Another unwanted letter, she was certain of it.

“How does Mrs. Randall like your quarters?” she asked, hoping it wasn’t too personal a question.

He appeared momentarily nonplussed. Then he bowed slightly. “Very well, madam. Thank you.”

“She’s working at a shop, isn’t she?”

“Yes, madam. At the Burlington Arcade at a milliner’s shop.”

What more could she say to stall receiving the letter she knew was from Lord Vile? Nothing. Holding out her hand, she accepted the missive from his gloved hand.

“Thank you.”

He left her alone to open it.

Dear Mrs. St. Ange,

I hope you are well and Dash is behaving himself.

Ha! She knew he would mention the dog at once. He thought her beholden to him and wanted the debt repaid.

It seems a long while since you came to my house. I hope soon we can meet again. I take it you are not interested in ballet at the Royal Lyceum. Perhaps your heart has a secret wish to go someplace to which I may escort you. You need only let me know.

Ever your servant,

M. Alder

Ever her servant! What rubbish. He was the most self-serving man she’d ever met. Except for finding Mr. Randall, giving Mary cooking lessons from his own cook, and, of course, Dash.

Lord Michael Alder was certainly an enigma.

Sighing, she picked up her pen. At least she didn’t have to respond to his previous invitation to a concert. She could combine her dismissals of both his invitations in one fell swoop.

Then she hesitated. Her plan had to move forward, and most advantageously before her parents came to town in a month or so.

She and Alder would have to get together again, for she wanted a declaration of love. Nothing else would do. Nothing else would allow her to toss his heart onto the ground and stomp it beneath her slipper, or rather, beneath her favorite sturdy walking boots.

Where could they go? Some very public place which allowed for little physical contact. Perhaps the upcoming Derby, heralding the true beginning of the social Season, or the Ascot. But what could they do in the next week? Perhaps a lecture at the Royal Society of which her father was a member. She could easily get tickets, and Lord Vile wouldn’t dare act up surrounded by the intellectuals of London, would he?

On the other hand, better they do something which Harry and Nanny Finn could also attend. Their presence insured Lord Vile’s good behavior.

Smiling to herself, she wrote him a brief note inviting him to the zoo. After all, he was a beast and ought to fit right in with the lions and the lone hippopotamus on display.

Thus, two days later, he picked them up in his carriage.

His first words were, “How is Dash?” as if to remind her of his thoughtfulness. Again.

Ada let Harry answer him and continue to chatter on, barely making either sense or sentences, all the way to the zoo, which as it was in Regent’s Park, took nearly three-quarters-of-an-hour through traffic.

Since it was not a Monday, entrance cost a shilling each for the three adults and six-pence for Harry. Naturally, she let Lord Alder pay. Also, naturally, she walked beside him while Nanny Finn walked with Harry. Congratulating herself for coming up with such a benign outing, suddenly, she felt Alder take her arm and tuck it under his.

“This was a grand idea,” he told her. “Also, very wise of you not to bring the dog. I’d hate to see him slip his leash and end up being eaten by a bear.”

“Indeed,” she muttered, wondering if she could wrench her hand free while still appearing friendly. She thought not. Thus, she settled into the disconcerting situation of his closeness, his warmth, his easy chatter, his pleasant scent of sandalwood, and his undaunted effort to amuse her.

While unnecessarily keeping an eye on Harry, who was under the watchful gaze of Nanny Finn, Ada found herself enjoying the day, particularly the hummingbird exhibition. Of all the large animals on display, it was this tiny, gorgeous, jewel-toned creature which caught her admiration. What a pity they were all stuffed and mounted. And why weren’t there any in England?

“Why do you suppose we don’t have these wonderful creatures in all of Britain?”

Alder appeared to really consider her question. Finally, he shrugged.

“I suppose the beauty of an English lady is so exquisite, they cannot compete and thus do not try.”

She gaped. “That is the most ridiculous statement I’ve ever heard.”

“Really? Why, I’m positive I can come up with something far worse. Let me think a minute. Elephants were clearly put on earth to give us something to ride in India, and every British home should have a well-behaved monkey.”

“No, stop. I’m sure you can be far more ridiculous, but why don’t we have hummingbirds?”

He looked back at the exhibit, focusing on a spectacular blue and green specimen.

“I would wager the answer has to do with their wings, Mrs. St. Ange, and the size of their bodies. We are an island surrounded by water. They aren’t natives to our land and cannot get here since they can’t store up enough food in their small bodies for the journey. Moreover, they can’t have bigger bodies because their wings are so small.”

Staring at him, she felt like a child whose parent had just pointed out the obvious. In that instant, she saw him in a new light, as a thoughtful man. She swallowed an unexpected lump in her throat, thinking how nice it would have been for Harry to have a father who brought him a dog and could explain bird populations.

Harry did have such a father.

She shook her head to clear that thought.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, fine.” She licked her suddenly dry lips. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that myself. Obviously, they’re not like geese.”

“No,” he agreed, staring at her mouth. “Not like geese.”

His gaze remained trained on her lips until it flickered up to her eyes.

In that instant, she knew if they’d been alone, he would have kissed her. Luckily, there were hundreds of people at the zoo, as well as Nanny Finn and Harry a mere few feet away.

“Shall we?” he said, making her startle.

“Shall we what?” Ada couldn’t look away from his fine eyes.

“Move along to the next exhibit.”

What an addlepated ninny! “Yes, of course.”

Alder took her arm again, which she minded less and less.

“Let’s look at something more interesting to Harry, shall we? Perhaps the rhinoceros. I bet he’ll enjoy that.”
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What was wrong with him? When Ada had first sent him a message about the zoo and taking Harry, Michael had been disappointed. His goal was always to get her alone. Smelly animals and hordes of families would hardly spark desire.

And yet, he found himself thoroughly enjoying the experience. Harry was a whirlwind of excitement. Every animal sparked his “Oohs” and “Ahs,” even a pigeon crossing his path. That gave Michael a good laugh.

Moreover, spending time with Ada Kathryn in a relaxed way only made him like her more. Of course, he still sought the ultimate prize of an invitation to her bed. As it turned out, though, he’d been wrong about the zoo. Desire could certainly be sparked in the ordinary moments.

He could see in her eyes only a moment ago, if they’d been alone, she would have welcomed a kiss. How wonderful! What’s more, even in a perfectly ordinary day dress, without a hint of décolletage, she was positively the most desirable woman he could imagine. The bonnet perched on her head at a jaunty angle might look silly or frumpy on anyone else. On her, it was endearing.

What was happening to his practiced rakish ways?

With that, he realized a sip of brandy was in order, and he used his free hand to slip his flask from his pocket. His choice was to use his teeth to open it or break free of Mrs. St. Ange’s lovely arm. In the end, he did neither, managing to hold the silver flagon and unscrew the cap with the same hand. Luckily, he’d had the forethought to purchase one with a secure chain, so the cap didn’t go flying off into some animal compound.

Had that been the case, he would have been forced to drink the entire contents at once.

Tilting it back, he let the liquid hit his tongue and then trickle down the back of his throat. There was hardly any more delightful flavor than good French brandy. Next time he saw Brunnel, he would ask about investing in its import.

Feeling her stiffen at his side, he realized she was watching him.

As they had clearly shared a moment with the dead hummingbirds, he felt it appropriate to offer her his flask.

He certainly didn’t expect her to blanche as if he’d held out a bucket of flaming dung.

“It’s brandy,” he explained, as she pulled free of him. “Not gin.”

The way her gaze went from the flagon to his face seemed oddly familiar, as if he’d seen her eyes do the very same before. A shiver of apprehension coursed through him.

How strange. For he was certain he hadn’t offered her a sip during any of their other meetings.

Without saying anything, she turned away, taking the necessary steps to catch up with her son.

“Are you happy, darling?” he heard her ask Harry.

The boy nodded enthusiastically and reached for her hand. They spent another hour roaming the zoo, most of it with him trailing along behind the happy threesome. What had he done wrong?

Surely the woman wasn’t a member of the temperance society. He’d seen her drink wine and champagne, and even Elizabeth’s sloe gin. Perhaps it was drinking in a public place which had put her off.

Shrugging, he decided to set his concerns aside. What he’d found with this mercurial creature was, at any moment, she might pull away from him, even seem angry or as if she couldn’t possibly stand to be near him. Then, in the next, she would let him kiss her soundly.

And since kissing her was about the finest thing he’d ever experienced, he would settle for this uneasy relationship, which kept him on edge. At least until he could slake his hunger for her.

Her shriek brought him out of his fantasy. Since she was standing next to Nanny Finn, he assumed it was to do with Harry, and his heart began to pound. Nanny Finn was bent over double. Had she been injured? Then he realized she was tying her bootlace. Where was Harry?

Ada was looking around wildly, but as Michael hurried to her side, Nanny Finn straightened up. Lo and behold, there was the boy, safe and sound, hidden by her round body and the shape of her skirts.

“He’s fine,” he told Ada because she still seemed distraught. “Harry is safe.”

“My reticule!” she exclaimed. “A man just snatched it and ran off.” She held up the strings on her wrist. “A cut-purse at the zoo. I should have been more careful.”

How had he missed such an occurrence?

“What did he look like?”

“Why?” she asked.

“I’ll go after him.”

She rolled her eyes. “He could be miles by now.”

“He will be if you don’t hurry and tell me what he looked like.”

She crossed her arms. “He’s the one running for the zoo’s exit with a lady’s purse in his hands.”

Michael gave her a wry smile. “How about the color of his clothing? I’ll take a quick look near the ticket booth.”

Seeing he was serious, she lowered her arms. “He had on a brown cap and wore… oh, I think a dark blue coat. It happened so fast. It’s really not necessary.”

“Stay here so I can find you.”

With that, Michael took off toward the entrance to the zoo through which they’d come. No harm in trying. Theft was rampant in London, and he understood the desperate poverty causing it. Why, he would bet pickpockets had fleeced a third of the people at the theatre the night he’d attended the opera with Ada, but that didn’t make it right. Especially when it happened to the woman whom he considered in his care for the day.

Reaching the gate in record time, he went a few yards outside the park and looked around. No one was running away. No one looked the least bit suspicious.

After another moment, he showed the ticket-taker his ticket and re-entered, standing by a tree to observe the crowd.

And then he spotted the thief. Michael was certain of it. Brown hat, navy coat, strolling determinedly toward the exit. The man was clever, walking slowly, whistling to himself as if he hadn’t a care in the world. In the interim minutes, he might have even had time to steal another purse.

Intercepting the man at the last moment, Michael pushed him against the back of the ticket booth. Laying his forearm across the thief’s chest, he pressed it up against the man’s neck.

“’Ere now, what you up to?” the man asked, sneering up at Michael.

He was a rather rough-looking individual close up, and Michael was all too close, smelling the gin coming off his skin. He was also younger than he seemed at first, as well as rather thin.

Michael felt a little sorry for him. Even his malnourished stature spoke of his poverty.

“You’ve taken my lady’s purse, and I want it back.”

“You’re bleedin’ mad, you are.” The thief started to struggle, but Michael had him firmly pinned.

“I saw you,” Michael lied. “Just give me her reticule and there’ll be no trouble.”

The young man sighed, as if giving in, and then when Michael barely relaxed his hold, the thief tried again to break free.

He nearly succeeded, but Michael hadn’t been in pub fights in the alleys of the east end, filled to his own brim with gin, without learning something—even when he’d lost a fight or two.

As the thief took a step away, Michael grabbed his arm, twisted it behind his back and once again, pushed him up against the ticket booth, this time face-first.

“You’ve got five seconds to tell me which pocket, and after that I decide whether to call a constable or bash your head against this hut until you crumple to the ground. Then I take the purse anyway.”

“All right. Left pocket, inside.”

Distasteful as it was, Michael fumbled around inside the man’s jacket until he located the interior pocket and the reticule. Drawing it out, he made sure it still had items inside. No doubt the man hadn’t wanted to stop and sift through it for coins until he was safely away from the zoo.

“You might try the stock exchange,” Michael said as he released the thief and backed out of hitting range. “Far better return than being a cutpurse.”

The man swore loudly before spitting at Michael’s feet. Then he ran away.

There but for the grace of God go I. Truthfully, not that much separated him from the thief except a better class of drink and the good fortune of birth. That, and Mr. Brunnel’s sound investment advice.

In a very few minutes, he was returning the reticule to a wide-eyed Ada Kathryn St. Ange.

“I’m stunned,” she admitted.

He gave a chivalric bow.

“Truly, is there no end to your heroic deeds?”

He began to smile, feeling satisfied, when he realized her tone held mockery.

“Aren’t you pleased to have it back?” He knew his tone held a note of irritation, but for God’s sake, the woman hardly seemed grateful.

“I am fond of this reticule, but only because it matches this gown.”

“But… but.” He stopped and took a breath. He refused to splutter indignantly while the nanny and little Harry looked on.

“What of its contents? It feels as if you’ve got a goodly amount of coin in there.”

She laughed. “Oh, no. I keep no coins in there. I have a pocket sewn into my skirt. Those are just a few things of Harry’s, a couple marbles, maybe a toy soldier or two, already sadly armless.” She started to tip the contents into her palm. “Oh, and a few of his favorite rocks.”

“His rocks!” He nearly smacked his own forehead. He could have been injured or beaten a man. Over a reticule of marbles and rocks.

Ada beamed down at her boy as if had been the one to rescue the reticule.

“Harry, tell Lord Alder thank you for saving your toys.”

The little boy turned his lovely eyes up to him and grinned. “Tank-oo.”

Michael knew he’d been made a fool of and she was laughing at him behind her placid expression. Nevertheless, to see Harry’s sweet expression, he would do it again.

“You’re welcome, Master St. Ange.” He saluted the boy.

His lovely mother cocked her head at him. Maybe he’d softened her heart a little after all.
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Ada supposed she should be glad Vile wasn’t injured. It would be hard to exact revenge if he’d been pummeled by a pickpocket and left too hurt to woo her properly.

Moreover, he had behaved chivalrously, even if he’d only saved Harry’s toys. He hadn’t known it to be so.

What would he do next? Adopt a few of the city’s many orphans? Help those still suffering in Ireland? Thankfully the famine was nearly, miraculously, at an end, and Vile needn’t go down on his knees planting potatoes.

She strolled beside him toward the gate, silently admonishing herself for making light of any of the troubles of their modern world. Best to count her blessings and pray for the rest.

She stumbled upon a loose paving stone, and Michael grabbed her elbow.

Her heart squeezed tightly, and her own thoughts echoed in her head: Count her blessings and pray for the rest.

She glanced at Lord Michael Alder, who, realizing she was staring at him, regarded her in turn. When she said nothing, merely offering him a nod, he smiled and tucked her hand under his arm until they reached his carriage.

She had plenty to be thankful for. Suddenly, her vengeful plan seemed petty, and she was of half a mind to forego it entirely. Alder could drop them home, and she need never see him again, nor offer him any explanation.

“I have an invitation to proffer,” he said, startling her.

“Do you?” Another frivolous excuse to get her alone, no doubt.

“I think you will like it. My parents and my siblings live out of town but not too far. In West Kent. It’s a lovely ride there, and Gabriel has those dogs we discussed. I’m sure Harry would love to see a whole pack. We can take Nanny Finn, of course, and even Dash—”

He broke off when she stopped walking.

“Is this one of those times when I’ve thoroughly annoyed you beyond reason? Are you going to lock me out of my own carriage?”

Blast the man! She couldn’t help the smile that appeared on her face at his teasing words.

“You are asking all of us?” Like a family outing! If Alder only knew Harry would be meeting his paternal grandparents, and an aunt and uncle.

Was it possible any of them would see the resemblance? She doubted it. After all, they didn’t know Alder had a son, so their eyes wouldn’t see Harry as such.

She was ever so tempted. What manner of family had created this puzzling man beside her? And his controlling parents, who’d ruined his chance of happiness with Jenny Blackwood, what of them? Someday, she might want to tell her son more about that side of his family.

For Harry’s sake, if only so she could say she let him meet his father’s family, she would do it.

“Yes,” he said. “All of you.”

“I think it’s a grand idea.” She began to walk again.

What’s more, Lord Vile wasn’t even trying to get her alone to make love to her again. She was almost disappointed at his lack of effort to seduce her.

However, after Nanny Finn and Harry got into the carriage, she let Lord Alder help her in and distinctly felt his hands upon her rear, an unnecessary touch considering she didn’t need to be shoved in like an ornery pig into its sty.

By the time he sat opposite her, a smirk upon his too-handsome face, she wondered if she’d agreed too quickly. Lord Vile had to have more in mind than visiting a pack of hounds.
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Chapter Sixteen


The next meeting with Brunnel was as exciting as the last. Michael’s accounts were up, thanks to guano and sugar. He now understood his country had an insatiable hunger for both, as well as for tea, silk, and cotton. It was simply a matter of knowing how to buy into the market.

It was too bloody easy!

“Why isn’t everyone doing this?” Michael asked at the conclusion of their business.

Brunnel offered a knowing smile. “I have spoiled you, my lord. Because I know how to invest and with whom, you think it’s a certain gain. Many are trying what you’re trying but losing money, even going bankrupt.”

Michael felt a twist in his gut at the idea of such a disaster. Not only what terrible straits it would put him in, but for the first time, he considered Gabriel and Camille. No doubt it was because he’d seen them so recently. If Gabriel didn’t have a place to train dogs, what would he do? If Camille couldn’t come to London for her first Season, she would be crushed.

“Can you assure me I won’t become bankrupt?”

Brunnel’s face grew serious. “Of course not, my lord. That would be foolish of me. If anyone were to make such a claim, you should run in the other direction. I can only tell you to look at my results so far.”

Michael nodded. The man hadn’t steered him wrong. Why would he? If Michael lost, Brunnel lost.

“Very well. You seem to have things well in hand with silk and all that.” He trailed off a moment thinking of presenting Ada with a bolt of shimmering silk to drape across her body. “Shall we meet again in, say, three weeks?”

In three weeks, Michael hoped to have accomplished more than simply adding to his fortune. He fervently hoped to introduce Ada to his siblings and, because he had to, his parents, as well. It was the respectable thing to do to gain a lady’s affections, even if he had no interest in marriage.

Their outing to Oxonholt, the Alder home, was arranged for the following week, giving him time to write to his family and set the date. He had a feeling Harry would adore Gabriel.

When Mrs. St. Ange agreed so readily, he hadn’t been required to use any persuasion. He’d been prepared to mention Camille and her need for advice on how to comport herself during the Season. Usually, women enjoyed gossiping and giving advice. He held back on mentioning his sister, however, for he knew the Season was a touchy subject with the prickly Mrs. St. Ange. Something had occurred leaving a bad taste in her mouth regarding the ton, he was sure.

Something which he would like to know. Had she behaved inappropriately? It was hard to give credence given her composed demeanor, but it was a possibility the fledgling Ada Kathryn Ellis had committed a faux pas. She’d only attended Almack’s once, and none of his friends knew her. One chum at White’s remembered the name, and thought he’d even danced with her. No help at all.

When he dug deeper, asking if anyone’s sisters or mothers recalled Miss Ellis, one fellow came back with the nugget that his sister recalled Ada had nearly completed a second season when, abruptly, she left London with her family, never to be heard of again. Whether that was due to her parents or to her, the lady didn’t know.

The only thing Michael knew for certain was Ada was firmly linked with Jenny Blackwood’s middle sister, Margaret, whom everyone seemed to know. Now the Countess of Cambrey, she had not only been a sparkling debutante, she’d been proposed to in front of Queen Victoria at the Duchess of Sutherland’s ball.

Given that momentous occasion, how could anyone be expected to recall other less fortunate young ladies?

On the day of the outing, he picked up the St. Ange party in his spacious clarence. Dash jumped in without assistance, though Michael enjoyed helping Ada. Her trim waist or soft bottom seemed always to be under his hands when he did.

To his delight, she seemed relaxed and enthusiastic. A couple hours later, when they passed the open gates, with half a mile more before his house came into view, Dash gave a few barks, perhaps remembering his former home. They all laughed.

A streak of pride ran through him as his family estate, encompassing over seventy acres, appeared through the oaks at the end of the lane. The expensive dome and tower of Oxonholt actually looked rather impressive after all.

“We’ll go inside first,” he said as he offered everyone a hand down and lifted Harry to the ground, making sure to hold onto Dash’s leash so the dog didn’t run off to find his old pack. “Then we’ll go to the stables where Gabriel is probably training.”

As soon as they entered the front hall, his mother appeared from the parlor, followed by his sister. Introductions were made all around.

“What a dear little lad,” Lady Alder said. “He looks so like my own boys. Perhaps all little boys do,” she added.

Addressing him, she said to Harry, “I heard you like your doggy, yes?”

Harry nodded, eyes wide, then hid behind Ada’s skirts.

“Yes,” Lady Alder confirmed. “Very like all little boys. Now my Camille here, she was a chatterbox at every age.”

Camille blushed. “Better a chatterbox than a saucebox, mother.”

“I would say you have that covered as well, my dear. Though neither will suit you well when you get to London.”

Camille blushed more profusely.

To Ada, Lady Alder said, “We are preparing for our daughter’s first Season.”

Ada nodded and, in a serious tone, said, “These days, a young lady must speak her mind and hold her own against a world in which we have so little control over our lives.”

Surprised silence ensued from both his female family members.

“It’s almost heartbreaking how the social Season is built up as the highlight of a girl’s life, as well as the critical moment to catch a husband.” Ada was speaking directly to Camille now. “You will be expected to be perfect at all times, even to the point of hiding your true nature, no matter how wonderfully unique, in the guise of being potentially the ideal wife. At the same time, you must stave off the advances of the bachelors who prey upon innocence and would no more take a wife than fly.”

Michael realized his mouth had fallen open. Apparently, he’d been right. She’d had a rather trying Season.

“Luckily, as in your case,” he pointed out, “ladies do find husbands outside of the London Season.”

For a moment, Ada’s pursed lips and pale face warned him she might be about to unleash another tirade. Then, she visibly relaxed, glanced around her as if realizing she might not be in the appropriate venue for discussing her opinion, no matter how valid, upon the ton and the Season.

“I apologize if I spoke out of turn,” she said, glancing from his mother to his sister, who looked more impressed than daunted. “I hope Miss Alder has a wonderful time in London.”

Lady Alder cleared her throat. “I appreciate your warnings, and we shall endeavor to guide our Camille through a successful coming out, even if that doesn’t mean an engagement.”

Ada nodded, and Michael decided they’d better at least get out of the foyer.

“I’d like to show Mrs. St. Ange and her son around the property, and of course, go see the other dogs.”

“Of course,” Lady Alder agreed. “Perhaps a tour of the house first. We have some lovely paintings in the upstairs gallery. After you’ve been to see Gabriel, we’ll sit down to a meal. Camille, will you go with them?”

“Yes,” his sister said, still gazing at Mrs. St. Ange as if she were otherworldly. “I believe I will.”

Michael knew Harry wouldn’t care to see the paintings, so as soon as his mother left them, he began by dividing the party.

“Camille, why don’t you take Harry, Dash, and Nanny Finn to our nursery and let the boy see our old toys and then to the kitchen for some of Cook’s sugar biscuits. I’ll show Mrs. St. Ange the upstairs gallery and the conservatory and any other highlights and meet you at the paddock.”

Camille returned a grin so like his own he thought she must know exactly what he was up to—getting Ada alone.

“Yes, dear brother. We’ll see you in about twenty minutes at the paddock.”

“No hurry,” he murmured, taking Ada’s arm. “I think the old hobbyhorse is still upstairs, and Harry is the perfect size for it.”

With that, he steered her to the main staircase.

“Paintings first,” he offered.
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Ada found herself alone with Lord Vile not ten minutes after entering his family home. How conniving of him. On the other hand, she thought his sister and mother to be quite pleasant, considering she’d nearly ventured into an all-out lecture.

At lunch, she would rein in her tendency toward giving her opinion on the terrible pitfalls of a girl’s first Season, keep her mouth closed, ears open, and find out more about the Alders.

“I have nothing but fond memories of growing up here,” he said as they climbed to the first landing.

“I can see why. Your home is lovely.”

“Thank you. I stayed away for a while and only saw it myself recently for the first time in years.”

“When you picked up Dash?” she surmised.

“Yes.”

She wanted to ask him why the estrangement occurred, though she guessed it was due to his father being conniving in his own way. Lord Vile had paid the price by losing Jenny Blackwood. And over what? Why had his father ended his engagement?

They had reached the start of the long gallery.

She recognized a Constable painting, confident it was a Dedham Vale scene, and a Turner painting, which looked a bit blurry in comparison. Then there were the mandatory ancestral portraits.

To her horror, there was a man and a woman in eighteenth-century garb with a boy who looked the spit and image of Harry. No doubt Michael Alder had seen it a hundred times, but things oft seen became nearly invisible. Moreover, that was before he met her son.

If he glanced at it now, he might see the incredible resemblance and would know Harry was of the same kidney, as it was said.

Spying a painting on the opposite wall, a castle on a craggy hill, she exclaimed over it as if it were a masterpiece.

He told her about it, something an uncle had painted from his travels to Scotland, and then she dragged him farther along, not letting him go back to the family paintings opposite.

Unfortunately, the far end of the gallery was dimly lit. Almost as if either she or he had intended to be alone in a dark corner, that is precisely where they’d ended up.

“You were quite assertive in your advice to Camille,” he said, resting one hand upon the wall at her head level.

“As I said, I spoke out of turn. I’m used to living independently, I suppose, and not holding my tongue.”

When she said the last word, his glance darted to her mouth. Unthinkingly, she licked her lips.

He groaned. “If you do that, I am bound to want to kiss you.”

“Oh.” She sucked her lower lip into her mouth and sunk her teeth into it to keep from saying anything more.

“And if you play with your lip like that, I’m going to want to do the same.”

Sighing, she asked, “What can I do that doesn’t inflame your passions?”

“Nothing,” he said, then lowered his head until his mouth hovered close to hers. “I am constantly inflamed when near you.”

Then he kissed her.

She didn’t protest, far too used to his kisses by now to be affronted and too fond of them to want to stop him. It occurred to her this was precisely the type of situation a debutante would find herself in at a London ball. If only they’d had such an innocent breach of decorum instead of what actually had occurred in the infernal gazebo.

She let him slip his tongue between her lips because she liked it. As much as she hated him for what he’d done in the past, he didn’t repulse her. The man she was coming to know, with all his flaws, also seemed to be kind and thoughtful. Moreover, her body craved his touch.

As his hands slipped to her waist and drew her close, trapping her between his body and the wall, she felt the familiar sizzle of desire streak through her. At the same time, she reminded herself his kind and thoughtful acts were all calculated to gain access to her person.

With her head pressed against the wall, held there by his firm lips, she couldn’t pull away, couldn’t do more than enjoy the kiss. And then he moaned into her mouth, and she felt a twinge of excitement, low in her stomach between her hips.

At last, he drew back.

“Kissing you is like finding a ray of sunshine on a particularly cloudy day.”

She laughed, and then put her hand to her mouth at his chagrinned expression.

“I’m sorry, Lord Alder. You don’t seem like the type of man to express yourself in poetic reverie. Not unless it is a practiced line and designed to gain you some advantage.”

“You’ve wounded me,” he said. “You are correct in the former. I am not given to flights of poetry. But I didn’t practice it, nor do I see any advantage to having you crush my attempt at paying you a sincere compliment.”

“Crushed, are you?” She considered. “Your kiss was pleasant and your compliment, if sincere, was very kind. I have never been called a ray of sunshine before.”

He smiled. “With your crowning fair-haired glory, I find that hard to believe. Since you called my kiss pleasant, and I was aiming for earthshaking, I shall have to kiss you again. I believe we have at least seven more minutes.”

Before she could think of a rebuttal, he lowered his mouth to hers again. This kiss was designed to impress and overwhelm her. After he ravaged her mouth and stole her breath, leaving her sucking in air, he kissed his way along the line of her chin and down her neck.

She loved the feel of his mouth on the skin at her throat. To her amazement, he nipped at it, then immediately licked the same spot, causing a shiver to race down her spine. Pushing aside her lacey fichu with nimble fingers, he rained kisses across the top of her breasts until she would have gladly pulled her satin bodice down to give him better access if she didn’t have to appear in perfect order for lunch. His hands roamed over her body, settling on the curve of her bottom through her skirts, pulling her against him so she could feel his arousal.

It matched her own!

If they weren’t in his parents’ upper hallway, if her son weren’t somewhere nearby, she would give in to his seduction and look for the nearest bedroom.

“I wish to God we had planned to spend the night,” he said, practically reading her thoughts.

“Frankly, I’m shocked you didn’t plan it that way.”

Breaking the moment of intense passion, he blinked at her, then started to laugh, leaning against the wall beside her.

“I nearly did,” he admitted, his hands on his knees as he chuckled. “A tired horse, a cracked carriage wheel, easily arranged.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Honestly?” He stopped laughing and looked at her. “Because I like you too much.”

Her heart skipped a beat. A step closer to a declaration of love.

“And I figured you wouldn’t be happy being away from home without your toiletries and Harry’s things.”

“My toiletries?” she repeated.

He straightened and took her hand. “All those mysterious things ladies need at night and in the mornings. Plus, your maid to do your hair.”

“My hair?” She reached up to make sure it was still in good order.

“Yes, so if I stranded you here in the country, with an angry nanny, an irritable little boy, and without your toiletries and maid, I don’t believe it would have done me any good.”

Though she felt a little insulted at his idea she couldn’t survive without a few luxuries, she was also pleased.

“You are surprisingly astute for a man and a bachelor.”

“Thank you. Do you want to see the conservatory or would you like to get outside and see Gabriel and the dogs?”

“Your brother and the dogs, please.”

She was relieved when they went down a different staircase, and not past the likeness of Harry. Descending into a carpeted hallway, just before they turned a corner, Alder grabbed her to him and kissed her again, causing her to melt instantly and grasp his jacket with her trembling fingers.

As he broke it off, she felt off-kilter, her lips seemed to be buzzing, and she nearly grabbed ahold of him again to steady herself.

“Why did you do that?” Her voice sounded strangely light and breathy.

“Because I may not get another chance all day, and certainly not in the crowded carriage on the way back to London. Thus, unless you invite me into your home tonight, I don’t know when I’ll have the opportunity to touch you again.”

He made perfect sense, but she wasn’t sure how much of this pendulum of desire she could take, swinging from passionately kissing to speaking as friends.

Taking them past the foyer, he led her downstairs to the kitchens. Harry was seated at a table, Dash at his feet, and they both seemed to be munching on something. Camille was speaking to Nanny Finn, but they all looked up as Michael and she entered.

Ada felt as if their dalliance upstairs was written all over her face, for Camille narrowed her eyes and Nanny Finn looked away.

Michael Alder seemed utterly unperturbed. Addressing Harry while petting Dash’s head, he asked, “Are you ready to go see some more dogs, young man?”

“Yes!” Harry cried out, causing Dash to start barking.

“Come along, everyone, let’s go find Gabriel.”

As they moved toward the kitchen door, Ada felt a hand on her backside, giving her a gentle squeeze, and she nearly exclaimed aloud.

Shooting her elbow out behind her, she made contact with Lord Vile’s midriff as hard as she could.

“Oof,” came the satisfying sound in her ear.

Ignoring him, she rushed ahead to walk with Harry.

“Isn’t this merry?” she asked him.

“Yes,” he said again.

In another moment, her son saw the foxhounds and took off running. Then Camille dropped back and took her arm.

“I’m very glad Michael brought you to visit with us. He’s never brought a lady friend here before,” she added significantly.

Ada wondered how much Camille knew about her brother’s broken engagement.

“We came so Harry could see where Dash was bred and trained,” Ada explained, hoping to downplay any expectations this young woman might have for a romantic ending to Michael and Ada’s relationship.

“Be that as it may,” Camille said, “Michael has also never shown much of an interest in Gabriel’s dogs before, not enough to choose one to gift to someone in Town. He must like you and your son very much.”

What could she say? She simply smiled.

“I understand what you were saying earlier in the foyer,” Camille added, “and I am positively not pinning all my hopes on the Season. I want to dance and meet new people. I am not ready for a husband, and I refuse to be forced into accepting one, either by my parents or by putting myself in an untenable situation.”

“Good for you,” Ada said. “You sound as if you have a good head on your shoulders, which is what it takes to maneuver in society.”

“You did well, it seems.”

Ada nearly choked. “Alas, I did not.” She almost bit her tongue for having blurted that truth.

“How can you say that?” Camille wondered. “You married and have a sweet son. And don’t you own your townhouse in London?”

“Yes, you’re absolutely right. I did well. However, I didn’t find my husband in a London ballroom.” She’d better stop talking before she said too much or had to lie too deeply. Glancing behind her, she saw Michael closing the stopper on his ever-present flask. He must have just had a drink.

She added, “You will enjoy some lovely dances and make new friends as long as you don’t spend your time looking for a man.”

“Thank you for the advice,” Camille sounded genuine. “There’s Gabriel now.”

Harry had already rushed forward to meet the young man surrounded by foxhounds. Dash had also run into the middle of the dogs, apparently recognizing his old pack. Her little boy was laughing in delight as the hounds pranced around him.

“Hello, everyone,” Gabriel greeted them, reaching a hand out to his brother and then nodding to Ada.

The exact same beautiful golden eyes as Michael and Harry! It was truly a wonder no one had noticed.

After a few moments, Gabriel pointed out the other dogs running in the field behind him. “These hounds aren’t really Dash’s pack. Those two are.”

“Rufus! Myrtle!” he called, and a red setter and a retriever bounded toward the group. Dash took off at a run toward them and soon was rolled on his back by the bigger dogs, his legs kicking happily in the air.

Ada smiled at how different Dash’s pack looked from him. Weren’t dogs wonderful? They didn’t have to be born into a family, they simply accepted the one they were given. And now Dash had accepted them as his family in London. Another blessing in her life.

Then an older man stepped out from inside the barn, and Ada felt her world spin. She knew him. She’d sat next to him at a function at the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures, and Commerce, squeezed between him and her father. They’d talked over her all night, before a lecture and after. He’d remarked on her interest in commerce and trading.

Walking toward them, the Earl of Alder greeted his sons and his daughter. Then he turned to her and the light of recognition lit in his eyes.

“Why, I know you, don’t I? You’re Baron Ellis’s daughter.”
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Chapter Seventeen


Regaining her composure, Ada smiled at him. He was an older version of Michael in every physical regard with a sprinkling of gray about his temples.

“Yes, I am.”

Quickly, she considered any possible ramifications to this unexpected disclosure. Michael never knew her surname when they met during the Season. What did it matter if he knew who her father was? Or that she liked lectures? Neither of these facts could endanger her plans.

“How are your parents?” the earl asked.

“They are both well, my lord. I expect them in London within a month.”

“Your father wouldn’t miss the new lectures at the RSA, would he?”

“No, my lord.”

“And what about you?” the earl asked. “Will you be there?”

All the while, she could see Michael regarding her with intense curiosity. Drat!

“I’m not sure.”

“It’s been a few years, hasn’t it? But here you are. What a coincidence? So, you’re my son’s lady friend?”

She felt her cheeks warm. It was a nice way her family had of addressing her. How much better than if they said what they were thinking: Michael’s lover.

“Yes. He’s been extremely kind to me and my son.”

“Oh, right. You’re widowed, I heard. My condolences. And here’s the little chap.”

Harry was currently rolling on the grass with the dogs as if he were one of them.

“Ha!” the earl said, with a laugh. “Just as Gabriel used to do. Looks like him, too.”

Her heart skipped a beat. Luckily, Harry’s eyes were closed as he belly-laughed with Dash and the others scurrying around and over him. Moreover, she was certain he would eat either in the nursery or in the kitchen, and not under the scrutiny of his grandparents.

“Are you keeping up with your interest in the stock exchange?”

The earl’s words came like lightning from the sky, unexpected and dangerous.

There was only one thing she could do. Lie.

“I’m not sure I know what you mean, my lord. How could I understand anything so… complicated and forbidden?”

He nodded. “True, true,” he said jovially. “We must make allowances for the weaker sex. Yet I thought you followed the market.”

Shrugging noncommittally, she observed, “Seeing how women cannot go on the floor of the exchange, my lord, I am restrained from following the market.”

That sounded plausible, she thought, offering him a tight smile. If he mentioned her reading the financial papers, though, she might give up the ruse.

“True enough,” he said amiably. “Still, I know you have a good head on your shoulders. Maybe my eldest son can tell you what he’s learned about buying and selling stocks lately. Quite a crack capitalist so far. He’s growing the fortune for the entire Alder estate. Isn’t that right, Michael?”

She turned her gaze to the stock market “crack capitalist,” and he smiled blandly.

“I know very little,” Michael admitted, “but I am happy to share my knowledge with Mrs. St. Ange should she be interested.”

Having settled that matter, the earl went on about his business, polishing his hunting rifle or some such manly thing. The weaker sex, indeed! It was as if she were also the dumber sex, the more foolish sex, the incapable sex.

What a load of gibberish! Why, she had managed to mother a child, make a fortune, buy her own home, and was now helping the ailing Alder family not to lose theirs. Until she took it all away from them.

Oh! Standing in their midst, her plan to build up Michael’s fortune, which turned out to be bound up with his entire family’s, only to then destroy it, didn’t seem so justified. Not at that particular moment anyway.

Camille took her arm again as they walked back to the house for lunch.

Blast it! Ada admonished herself for ever having come to Oxonholt. She should certainly never have agreed to get to know these people.

How could she take sweet Camille’s gown and ticket money?

What if they lost their home and Gabriel had nowhere for his dogs?

The lunch was tasteless, yet not in the way Mary’s cooking was unpalatable, but because each bite was spiced with guilt. This family had made her feel welcome, and while she kept in mind how his own father had forged a letter breaking Jenny’s engagement if not her heart, still, Ada’s grudge was not with them.

If there was a way to exact her revenge on Michael without hurting his family, she would.

“Why don’t you all spend the night?” his mother asked, as the last course was served. “Otherwise, you will have to get on the road before dark, or I will worry myself to death about highwaymen and such. If you stay, we’ll have some gay amusements tonight and, in the morning, we can walk down to the Saturday marketplace. It’s very jolly.”

Camille clapped her hands, reminding her of Harry in her enthusiasm.

“Oh, do say you will. I have many more questions about the Season. Mother can’t recall hers, and everything has changed since the Dark Ages anyway.”

“Camille!”

Ada hid her smile as Lady Alder muttered, “Dark Ages, indeed!”

Before she could speak, however, it was Michael who came to the rescue. “There are no highwaymen between here and London, for God’s sake. No one’s heard of such a thing in decades. Besides, Mrs. St. Ange and her family are not prepared for an overnight stay.”

“Nonsense,” the older woman rebuffed him. “We are civilized people. We have whatever anyone could need for spending a single night, including for the boy. And only think how he will enjoy the jugglers tomorrow.”

“Jugglers, Mummy?” Michael raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, at the market. Very amusing as if they have five arms. Moreover, we can all get to know your lady friend better.”

Ada looked at Michael again.

He seemed to be asking her whether to continue fighting or to give in.

“After all,” Lady Alder added, addressing Ada directly, “your son is here and even your dog, everyone you care about really, so what matters if you wear the same gown tomorrow?”

She gave an endearing smile, behind which was the determination and fortitude of a Roman gladiator.

At this point, to turn her down would be terribly rude. Ada could only imagine since she was the first woman Michael had brought home, his mother wanted to study her, get to know her, probably ask about her finances, too, for that matter.

So be it. She knew Harry would enjoy himself though Nanny Finn might be another matter. Hopefully the woman had all she needed in the bag she always carried.

Glancing at Michael, Ada gave him a subtle nod.

“Very well,” Michael told his mother. “You may have your way.”

“Really!” Lady Alder admonished before smiling satisfactorily and sipping her wine. “Nothing to do with having my way. We shall all enjoy it, shan’t we?”

Lord Alder seemed unperturbed in either case, but took his two sons off for a chat in his study after the meal.

Ada let Camille and Lady Alder pepper her with questions about life in London, though she constantly reminded them she’d only been living there a few months and her last season had been three years prior. Even so, she had some knowledge of Almack’s having attended once, and Lady Grishom’s famed soirée, as well as the safest boating area on the Thames.

Luckily, the ladies were too well-bred to pry about her late husband, or she would have had to invent an entire courtship and marriage, which so far, she’d managed to avoid with vague statements. They passed the rest of the afternoon before dinner with a more thorough tour of the estate, including the fastidious parterre gardens and the orchards.

After Ada saw Harry settled in with Nanny Finn, she found herself again seated in the dining room for the evening meal. It certainly felt strange to be wearing the same clothing, as the other two ladies had changed, but she’d at least washed her face and hands and combed her hair in the bedroom they’d given her.

Dinner was delicious, and the talk was all of national matters, such as their new conservative prime minister, the Earl of Derby, the terrible Holmfirth Flood causing the fatal collapse of the Bilberry reservoir, and the rather late opening of Parliament.

When they reconvened in the drawing room, Ada was amazed to discover the Earl of Alder was a natural entertainer. To everyone’s delight, he recited from a Shakespearean comedy doing all the parts, and then gave a rousing rendition of one of the chorus sections of Aristophanes, The Wasps.

Ada sat transfixed, determined to lay her hands upon some old Greek comedies to read at home.

“Bravo,” she said, clapping when he was finished.

Camille played the pianoforte with above average skill. No doubt, she’d been instructed since birth how, in order to catch a husband, a lady must be able to play a parlor tune to amuse him and his guests.

Ada was glad she could play the stock market instead.

Then it was time for cards.

At that point, she began counting the minutes until bedtime, until Lord Vile showed up at her door, inflamed for her, as he’d said. It was inevitable.
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Michael was of two minds, be a saint or a sinner. Pretend to be someone he was not and perhaps disappoint the lady, or be himself, knock upon her door, and enjoy each other immensely. After all, they were protected from repercussions by being ensconced in the bosom of his family.

He tapped on her door on the stroke of midnight when the house was otherwise silent.

There was no answer.

Hmm. Had she fallen asleep waiting for him? Earlier, she’d seemed almost disappointed he hadn’t arranged for this precise situation of being forced to spend the night, which had then been gifted them by his mother.

Maybe he’d read Ada incorrectly? Her lips, her eyes, her body, each time he touched her, told him she was ready for more.

He knocked again a little more loudly, his bare feet growing cold in the drafty hallway. He cinched the belt of the robe he’d found in his old room.

Another excruciatingly long moment and then the door opened a crack. In the dim light, all he could see was one eye looking out at him.

“Yes?” she inquired, as if there was any doubt why he was there.

He nearly chortled at the absurdity. He could ask her for a pound of bacon, he supposed, or tell her he was there to muck out the stables.

“May I come in?”

She hesitated. Not a good sign. He’d been right. Her mind, perhaps even her morals, warred with her body. In his experience, it was an unnecessary battle. Pleasures of the flesh didn’t hurt anyone and certainly lifted the spirits.

Trying to be patient, he said nothing more. He didn’t even put his hand to the doorframe. He had never forced a woman to endure his company, never needed to, and couldn’t imagine one would gain any pleasure from an unwilling bed partner. He wanted her panting and open to him.

Another long moment passed, then she stepped back, pulling the door open until there was room for him to slip inside.

Surely, that was acquiescence enough. In a heartbeat, he swept her into his arms, closed the door with the sole of his foot, and moved with her toward the bed.

“I cannot wait a second longer,” he whispered against the skin of her collarbone.

In answer, he felt her hands creep up his chest to rest behind his neck, her fingers entwining in his hair.

Yes!

He let his hands roam over her body, which was finally unencumbered by the fashionable layers of the day, clad in only her shift. Skimming up her sides, roaming over her round bottom, the first thing he noticed was her glorious hair hanging in a braid down her back. He made quick work of removing the ribbon from the end and loosening the skeins so he could run his hands through the long silken gold waves.

He could feel her pulse where his mouth touched her neck. It was beating an erratic tempo. Normally, the woman he was with would either have begun to remove her garments, or his, or given him leave to do the same.

She merely remained silent, except for her quickening breath in the darkness.

Dammit all, he wanted to see her properly. Striding to the window, kicking his toe upon a chair leg, he started to swear violently.

While hopping in pain, he started to yank at the heavy drapery to let in the moonlight, when incredibly, she began to laugh.

“I thought the infamous Lord Vile would be more practiced at seduction,” she intoned, her voice throaty, making his groin tighten, even as her use of the despised nickname annoyed him.

With a final tug, he had one of the panels pulled back and the light shone in, striking her. He put his foot down onto the thick carpet and simply stared at the vision before him. She was a goddess.

He sucked in a breath. Something in his memory stirred, but before he could grasp it, she moved toward him. As the moonlight gave him an enchanting peek at her dusty nipples through the fine lawn of her shift, all his thoughts were overtaken by her beauty.

Her blue eyes, lit by the moon, sparkled at him, her hair appeared burnished, and her skin seemed to glow.

“You are so lovely,” he murmured, thinking even too loud a voice could destroy the moment.

“I’ve heard that before,” she said.

A strange answer, as if taunting him with her past—no doubt her devoted husband had worshiped at the same alter Michael was about to show utmost reverence.

“I’m confident you will hear it again.” Ignoring his throbbing toe, he concentrated instead on his aching staff, approaching her.

“I’ve longed to see your bare flesh,” he told her.

She didn’t respond, but she didn’t stop him either, as he pushed her shift off one shoulder, then the other, until it dropped to the floor.

He groaned, and her nipples puckered. Instantly, he bent low to take one in his mouth while cupping the sweet weight of her breast with one hand and grasping her bottom with the other.

Feeling her fingers fist in his hair, he didn’t mind the twinge of pain as he sucked and licked, then transferred his attentions to her other nipple. She writhed against him and pressed her lower body against his as if seeking relief.

His loins were on fire. Sweeping her into his arms, he laid her on the bed and got beside her, resting on his elbow so he could look at her. She stared up at him, and if he didn’t know she was a widow and a mother, he’d say she was the picture of innocence.

Perhaps it was her clear blue eyes and her pale hair fanned out around him. She looked positively angelic, which only fired his lust further.

Skimming his hand across her breasts again, marveling at her satiny skin, he was rewarded with her soft moan.

When he stroked down her gently curved stomach to the treasure between her legs, she raised her hips.

He simply couldn’t resist the offering. In a quick movement, he situated himself between her legs, gently opened her petals, and blew a breath upon her succulent nubbin.

“Oh.” It was an entirely sensual sound.

Dipping lower, he touched her with his tongue, rewarded as she bucked under him and, once more, sunk her fingers into his hair. As he tasted her, she pulled and tugged. He might be bald before the night was over, but it would be worth it. She was so accepting of his ministrations, seemingly so ready and sensitive to each touch.

When he pulled the hard bud between his lips, he felt her desire moistening her. In the next instant, she let her hands fall to the sheets as she quivered, ground herself against his mouth, and experienced her release.

Good God! Had a woman ever spent so quickly in his arms?

Yes, she had, on her own sofa a few weeks earlier.

How could the cool, unflappable Mrs. St. Ange hide such a passionate nature?

For his part, the throbbing between his legs had become nearly unbearable. Shrugging out of his robe, he rose up on his knees between her legs, looking down at her.

Her eyes were still closed, her lips parted, her body flushed, exactly like a woman ready and willing to be plundered.

Yet, as he fit the head of his yard to her core, she stiffened, eyes snapping open, boring into his. Twin blue flames, entirely alert, her entire being no longer languid and relaxed.

“No,” she said, one of her hands laying across her naked breasts, the other going to the curls between her legs to shield herself.

“No?” What could she mean?

Then she started to struggle, pressing her thighs against his as she tried to close her legs.

“No,” she repeated, and he moved to the side, while she sat up and grabbed for the counterpane to cover herself.

Was she a tease? Had she planned all along to enjoy herself and then leave him with the bluest of balls, aching for release within her?

Though he knew her to have a spine of ice when she wanted, he had never guessed her to be so cruel.

What could he say?

“You want me to stop, correct?” For he had to be sure this nightmare of frustration was truly happening.

“Yes. Only think of the consequences.”

He could hardly form a rational thought. “Consequences?”

He had to adjust how he was sitting so his shaft wasn’t bent painfully against his leg.

“I already have Harry,” she said after a pause.

“Oh.” It all came clear. She was concerned she’d have a child out of wedlock.

He relaxed, confident he could ease her mind, and then finally ease his aching groin.

“I will not spend inside you. There will be no child.”

She cocked her head as if she’d never heard of the method.

“Before I climax, I’ll withdraw entirely,” he clarified in case she truly didn’t know a man could do that.

Her doubtful expression changed to one of bemusement.

“Are you saying a man doesn’t have to leave a woman with his seed to grow inside her unless he wants to? Or is utterly careless?”

Was that a bitter note upon her tongue? Hadn’t she wanted her son? Had her husband forced her to become pregnant?

Michael reached out to stroke her face, and she flinched, then stilled when he made contact. Touching her skin lightly, he traced the contours of her cheekbones and then her chin. So exquisitely lovely. So young to have already known such sorrow as a dead husband.

“I want only to please you,” he told her, “and to make you happy.”

She shrugged. “You often amuse me.”

Not exactly what he was hoping for. She was resentful, he could tell that much. Would she confide in him, especially after he’d so intimately pleasured her?

“Will you tell me more of your life?”

Instantly, he saw he’d erred. Her expression cooled, and with it went his ardor. It wouldn’t take much to bring it back. If he kissed her again and stroked the skin of her bare shoulder—

“I think you had best be leaving now. I don’t intend to risk all on your withdrawing, as you say. I have no reason to trust you will do so or, even if you do, that it will work.”

“That’s absurd, I—

With the sheet still clasped over her breasts, she managed to cross her slender arms, looking formidable despite being bare and sporting tousled hair.

He sighed. “Let me only kiss you again, my sweet.”

At his words, she pursed her lips.

Reaching into his robe, he pulled out his flask and took a sip before offering it to her.

Another wrong move.

Holding the sheet with one hand, she pointed her other toward the door. In a tone more ice queen than warm goddess, she uttered simply, “Get out.”
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Chapter Eighteen


As if Ada had been mesmerized by one of the lauded hypnotists or mystics she’d read about in the London papers, she suddenly snapped out of her trance.

She wanted to slap his face as soon as she heard him call her “my sweet,” the very same thing he’d said the terrible night he’d ruined her.

And now, as then, he’d offered her his flagon. She cared not a fig if it were gin or brandy. He drank too much in any case and would end up in a ditch.

As Alder shrugged into his robe and got off her bed, she thought better of his offer since she was starting to shake.

Holding out her hand, which he didn’t immediately understand, she pointed at his flask, then crooked a finger.

He gave it to her. With a quick tip of her head, she took a healthy swallow, letting the warmth of the brandy soothe her. She took another sip before handing it back to him and wiping her lips with the back of her hand.

He started to speak, and she shook her head. Staring at him, she willed him to leave without another word. Whatever he said could only hurt her more, already terribly disappointed in herself for caving in to her yearnings and to his practiced touch.

He padded to the door.

Hurry, she urged, for she wanted to bury her head under her pillow and have a good cry.

But he turned. “I care very much for you, Ada Kathryn.”

With that shocking admission, he left.
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“Harry,” Ada snapped at her son for the umpteenth time. “Don’t yank on the leash.”

Marching up to him, she untied it from her son’s hand and slipped Dash’s leash over her own wrist. The poor dog didn’t need to end up with a broken neck!

Harry began to cry, but Ada moved away, leaving Nanny Finn to deal with her devastated son. A second later, feeling as if she were wicked Napoleon himself, she returned to his side, dropped to her knees on the grass, and embraced her little boy.

“I love you so much, dear one.”

His arms went around her, and she squeezed him tightly.

“May I please have Dash for a little while?” she asked, looking into his tearful eyes. “That way, you can more easily eat…,” she paused and glanced around the stalls, “a juicy apple?”

Harry scrunched up his face, his nose flattening slightly in a way she loved.

“No?” she asked “How about a sultana bun?”

He beamed his artless smile at her, and she kissed his cheek, straightened up, and took hold of his hand.

“We’re going to the baker’s stall,” she announced to Lady Alder who was admiring the floral arrangements at another stall. The woman had either not noticed her guest’s agitation all morning or had chosen to ignore it.

Ada didn’t bother looking for Michael, who had given her a wide berth for which she was exceedingly grateful. After a restless night considering her life, her faults, and her weakness for this one man, she’d awakened feeling testy and uncertain and desperately wishing she were at home.

When she’d heard his knock the night before, which she’d been dreading and expecting in equal measures, at first, she thought to not even answer. Let him stand in the hall and wonder if she wanted him.

Yet to move her plan forward, she’d had to engage with him. Truly, she’d meant only to let him kiss her, to tease him a little, to make him want her even more. Instead, she’d behaved like a wanton woman from the moment he’d touched her. Her cheeks heated every time she recalled letting him remove her shift and then lying naked before him. And what he’d done to her.

Making her way across the small marketplace of the Alder’s closest village of Hadlow, Ada knew Nanny Finn trailed behind. No doubt the woman thought her mistress had quite lost her marbles for her erratic behavior. Cross and crotchety one minute, sweet as syrup the next. And giving her son a tongue lashing and then a treat.

Inside her own head, it was equally hurly-burly. She’d barely slept for thinking of Alder’s parting words and of how close she was to his ruin.

And yet, she’d given in to his touch.

Pulling out six-pence from her purse, she handed it to the baker in exchange for the bun. Harry was thrilled and tucked into it with gusto.

At least she’d made things right with her son.

Glancing around, she spied the Alder men and Camille watching the cricket match on the village green. Lady Alder joined them.

Sighing, Ada supposed she ought to do the same out of respect to her hosts. Yet it would put her in close quarters with Michael.

Michael, whose lips and hands had made her…

She turned away and walked in the other direction. How would she manage in the close confines of the carriage back to London? What if Lord Vile smirked?

“Mrs. St. Ange.”

And what would happen when they were back home? Would he expect to enter her bedroom there, as well, as if she were his paramour? How long could she put him off and still keep him coming back to her?

“Mrs. St. Ange!”

A few more steps and they were at the other end of the stalls.

Ada looked to Nanny Finn, struggling on her shorter legs to keep up with her, and next to her was Harry, still eating while having to run.

“Yes,” she said at last, halting at the relative safety of the table where the butcher and his wife were selling sausages and meat pies, a fair distance from the Alders.

“Madam, the dog!”

At the same moment, Harry yelled out, “Dash!”

Ada looked down at the empty end of the leash. Drats!

“He went that way,” Nanny Finn said, pointing past the stalls to the cricket field.

Sure enough, the spaniel was running toward the ball.

She could only hope the dog didn’t get hit with a bat or trod on by one of the fast-running players. Unfortunately, Gabriel Alder hadn’t gone with them. She was certain with a single word from him, the dog would be back where he belonged.

“Dash!” Harry cried out again and took off.

“No,” Ada yelled, colliding with Nanny Finn as they both dove for the boy, who darted nimbly under the table of meat pies and toward the edge of the marketplace.

“Harry,” Ada cried out to him. But he continued to run.

“Naughty boy,” Nanny Finn said, but Ada could hear the panic in her voice as they both tried to see the quickest way through the maze of stalls.

They needed access to the field, which apparently, only a two-year-old and a dog could get to under the tables and through a hedge.

Beginning to run, Ada thought it quicker to continue on rather than to go back the way she’d come. Soon, she’d cleared the market stalls and rounded the hedge and was at the far end of the field. There was Dash running in happy circles, barking madly, interrupting the game. One of the players, however, threw a spare ball to the far side of the field to get rid of the nuisance, and the dog took off.

“For pity’s sake!” Ada exclaimed as the game resumed.

Suddenly, heart-stoppingly, there was Harry, about to come up behind the wicket and the batter whom she feared hadn’t seen her little boy.

She kept running straight toward the game, all the while screaming his name.

And then, out of nowhere, tall, solid Michael Alder had taken to the field, yelling “Halt!” just as the pitcher wound up to throw.

To her relief, everyone did exactly as ordered. The batsman lowered his bat, the pitcher lowered the ball, even the dog seemed to stop barking. And Harry suddenly looked around him, realizing he was in the middle of trouble.

She was still yards away as he put the tips of his fingers into his mouth in a familiar gesture when frightened. Michael Alder scooped him up with a “Sorry, lads, carry on,” and headed toward her.

Their eyes locked, and he offered her a comforting smile.

Seeing Harry carried on Michael’s hip, her son’s arms around Michael’s neck, her stomach did a strange flip and tears filled her eyes.

As soon as he was close enough, Michael set the boy down so she could scoop him up, though he was nearly too big for her to carry.

After a moment, she set him on his feet and stayed down with him, her second time on her knees on the grass that day.

Looking up at Michael, she said, “Thank you.”

He nodded, then with a light tone added, “I would fire your nanny, if I were you.”

“I suppose you have a spare one of those to send my way, as well,” she joked back until her heartbeat slowed. Harry was safe. That was all that mattered.

Nanny Finn arrived, breathing hard at the unaccustomed run.

“So sorry, madam,” she began.

“It’s not your fault,” Ada said. “Who could imagine he would go under the table?”

“Dash,” Harry said, reminding them of the little troublemaker who’d started it all.

Michael glanced around. “If my brother did his job, I’m sure we can get him back.”

He peered toward the distant edge of the field where the dog seemed to be playing by itself with no recollection of its owners.

“Dash,” he yelled as loudly as possible over the sound of the cricketeers and the few noisy spectators. The dog lifted its head at hearing its name. “Come!”

Instantly, and to Ada it looked like pure magic, the spaniel began running toward them at full speed.

“Thank goodness,” she said.

“Yes,” Michael quipped. “I’d hate to have to tell my brother we’d lost him in such a short time. I’m certain it would reflect poorly on us and not the dog.”

Ada stayed on her knees as Dash arrived, nearly knocking her and Harry over.

“He acts as though we left him,” she said, slipping the collar over his head and tightening it. “No more disappearing acts, thank you.”

Standing, her gaze met Michael’s and, to her relief, some, if not all, the awkwardness had vanished, along with her exasperation.

“Shall we join the others for the rest of the match?” he asked, taking hold of Harry’s hand as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

She exchanged a glance with Nanny Finn, who shrugged.

“Let’s get some lemonade along the way,” Ada suggested, since her nanny still looked a little out of sorts.

Thus, as they sipped lemonade and strolled to meet up with the rest of the Alder family, Ada felt a sense of peacefulness overtake her. She needn’t make any decisions regarding her plans at that moment. The future was uncertain, true, but Harry had been welcomed by his father and his father’s family, even if none of them were the wiser—an unexpected outcome of insinuating herself into Lord Vile’s life.
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Being with Mrs. St. Ange was rather like being on a small boat in a rough sea, going up and down, and wavering between frustration, gladness, fear, and astonishment. In a word, exhausting!

Also, utterly refreshing. And who would have thought he would be the hero of the day, rescuing both boy and dog? Their ride home was uneventful and quiet, as Harry fell asleep leaning against him, with Dash draped across them both.

If he wasn’t careful, he would turn into an entirely domesticated male. He ought to go out carousing that very night to shake it off. First to White’s and then to one of the private Cyprian clubs where a luscious willing woman would be only too happy to share a few hours of pleasure.

Except as he rode along with the St. Anges, sharing an occasional word with Ada Kathryn when she wasn’t reading from the newspapers his father had given her, he realized he didn’t want to carouse. This woman seated across from him, next to a snoozing Nanny Finn, had so taken hold of his senses and captured his interest, he couldn’t imagine being with any other.

Even after the previous night’s debacle, which had begun divinely only to end with him in absolute confounded desolation.

Pulling his flask out, he had a sip of brandy from his father’s well-stocked sideboard, a gift which he considered far better than newspapers. This small taste of delight engendered one of Ada’s sharp, disapproving glances.

After another draught, he put it away, sighing to himself.

He would like to stay in her good graces long enough to win her—

Stop! Michael told himself, staring at her bowed head as she read an article. He’d nearly thought about winning the lady’s heart, as in having her fall in love with him. What a piss-poor idea!

Shaking his head, he rested it on the leather headrest and closed his eyes. If he didn’t look at her, he needn’t think about her.

He didn’t know how long he’d slept when he heard her voice and opened his eyes. She was in a discussion with Nanny Finn. When she saw he had awakened, she tilted her head, considering him.

“Would you care to have dinner with us, Lord Alder? Since it will be nearly that time when we arrive home.”

Her question filled him with warmth. And hope. How different an invitation than one he would receive from Elizabeth. She’d never invited him without needing his presence either for escorting her or for her bed. They never dined together merely for the pleasure of each other’s company as he and Ada already had.

At least the food would be better this time, if Mrs. Beechum had done her job training Mary.

“I would like that very much.” After all, “us” meant only the two of them.

Thus, instead of being given a quick dismissal, Michael found himself seated in Ada’s dining room, discussing what she thought of his family and their estate, the events of the week she’d read in the paper, and how they hoped the food would taste as good as it smelled.

With a glass of wine in hand and a perfectly creamy potato soup in front of him, Michael was relieved Ada no longer seemed upset the way she had at breakfast, when she wouldn’t even look at him. Thank God for the naughty dog.

“Does Harry ever eat with you in here?”

She shook her perfectly lovely head. “Not because I wouldn’t like it. But he gets fidgety, and it seems more torture for him than a privilege. In a few years maybe.”

She had a wistful look on her face.

“What are you thinking?” he asked her, hoping she would tell him without hesitating and arranging her answer.

To his surprise she did. “That it would be lovely for him to have a brother or sister in the nursery.”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, though, her blue eyes widened, and she gasped softly. To cover her embarrassment, she took a sip of wine and looked down at her soup bowl as if it was the most captivating sight in the world.

Obviously, with her husband dead, she wasn’t going to give Harry a sibling anytime soon. She must have been thinking of it after seeing him with his own family. He could ease her mind.

“I was so much older than my siblings, who are quite close in age, it was almost as if I was an only child. Look how I turned out.” He smiled.

To his chagrin, she raised to him what could only be described as a horrified expression, staring with even wider eyes than before.

“What?” he asked.

She shook her head, shoveling in some soup and clamping her lips around the spoon, as if to keep from speaking.

“Come now,” he urged her. “You’ve always spoken plainly to me. Brutally so, in fact. What have you to say?”

“Only that you’ve turned out incredibly selfish, self-centered, self-serving, and even self-destructive.” She paused, then added, “Only from how little I know you, of course.”

Good lord! She certainly didn’t mince her words. Taking a breath, he picked his serviette off his lap and dabbed at his mouth before placing it back. He had nearly picked it up and tossed it on the table.

Part of him wanted to stand, give her a dressing down, and walk out. Yet he feared if he did, she would never contact him to apologize, and he might never see her again.

How could he respond to a hostess who had so insulted her guest?

“I see.”

She chuckled. It sounded cynical to his ears.

“And now you’re laughing at me?” He reached for his wine and drained the glass.

“Well, you seem offended, which is laughable. As if your own behavior were a mystery to you, and as if you weren’t aware of what people call you.”

He considered this. She was right in some respects, though he thought she probably imagined he’d lived his life even worse than he had. Perhaps far worse. Moreover, he had let people call him Lord Vile and not gainsaid them because he simply didn’t give a damn.

Except he did when it came to her. He didn’t care what other people called him, but Ada…

“What do you call me?”

She sobered and tilted her head, taking his measure with those intelligent eyes of hers.

“I call you Lord Alder, of course.”

He waited while her maid filled his glass and left the room.

“In your head, I mean. What do you call me when you’re alone?”

She paled slightly, which he found interesting. To his way of thinking, it was an admission she did, indeed, think of him.

However, all she did was shrug. “Don’t you think my cook has improved tremendously?”

He kept her gaze captive a moment longer, then he nodded and looked at his soup. He ate a few more spoonfuls.

“I do. Thanks to me, a selfish, self-centered oaf, we aren’t dining on gruel and pig slop.”

With a rich, full sound, Ada laughed. He enjoyed it this time, far more than her mocking laughter.

“It wasn’t that bad,” she protested.

“Yes, it was. Truly, it was.” He nearly warned how she might start eating more and putting on a few pounds now that Mary could scrape a decent meal together. Yet—despite being considered vile—even he knew discussing her physical appearance, particularly her weight, would cause her to summon Mr. Randall and toss him out.

Besides, he could easily recall her perfect shape, how much he enjoyed looking at her, touching the fullness of her breasts and the curve of her waist and her smooth, slender thighs.

If she only knew what he was thinking, she certainly would have her butler throw him to the pavement.

He wanted, instead, to be invited to her bedroom, and on a regular basis, too. How could he accomplish such a feat?

“You’ve met my family,” he began. “May I meet yours?” He actually surprised himself, but found he very much wanted to meet them. At the moment, she was still a singular mystery. Perhaps if he met her parents or saw where she was raised, he could understand her better.

A long silence followed his request.

“They are not in London at present,” she finally responded.

“Nor was my family.”

She visibly sighed. “My parents’ home is farther away than yours.”

“Surely you take Harry to see his grandparents periodically.”

She sipped her wine. “I have only recently moved here. I have no plans to visit them anytime soon.”

“And if you did, I take it, I would not be welcome.” He was starting to think he should have fought the ton at the outset of their nasty name calling.

She hesitated again. He couldn’t imagine what she was pondering.

“Perhaps when they next come to London.”

He waited for her to finish the sentence, but she didn’t.

That was it, the vaguest of suggestions. At some point in the future, her parents might come to London, but she would give him absolutely no assurance he would get to meet them.

Perhaps, as an independent woman, she preferred a more direct approach.

“I would like your leave to call you Ada without the uncomfortable feeling I am overstepping. Given all we have already experienced together, I believe that’s a reasonable request.”

She stared at him, blinking her lovely blue eyes.

Eventually, after a visible swallow, she nodded slowly.

Good God! One would think he’d asked her some extraordinary favor.

“Of course, I insist you begin calling me Michael.”

Her eyes widened, and he thought she was going to refuse as she had done before. What would he do if she did? Nothing. She could call him whatever she liked, and he knew he would still be happy just to be in her presence. How odd!

“Very well.”

He was surprised by the tone of her voice, neutral not forced, and how she’d managed the words without choking. They were making progress. If she’d always been so difficult, though, he wondered at the power of her former husband to breach her walls and become close enough to ask her for her hand.

What had she seen in Mr. St. Ange which had caused her to marry him? He longed to ask. If he ever did get to meet her parents, he might become as nosey as a maiden aunt.

In any case, they were on a first-name basis at last. As the next course came in, smelling delectable, he decided to try it out.

“Ada,” he began, watching her purse her lips, “how can I further my suit of you so we can reach an understanding?”

“An understanding?” she repeated.

“Yes, that we are a couple, linked in our own minds and in society’s. I want to make no more missteps, but I fear I don’t even know when I am making one.”

“You assume I wish to become a couple, and to do so with you. What if I don’t want to with anyone? Perhaps I don’t wish to have an understanding.”

It was his turn to sigh.

“We are having dinner together. Moreover, in the privacy of your home and my parents’, we have—”

He broke off as she paled. He’d better not speak words of intimacy or she might toss her plate at him.

“We have been alone,” he finished lamely, leaving out all reminder of what they’d done when alone.

“Yes,” she agreed, hissing slightly.

“You seem to want my company.” Actually, it was more that she seemed to tolerate him, but he had too much pride to say that.

“Yes,” she said more softly, as if loath to admit anything.

He wanted to tear his hair out. She would give him absolutely no encouragement and no direction, not even the smallest hint she wished to become his exclusive paramour.

“Is there something you wish me to do in order for us to become a couple?”

What a convoluted, needlessly difficult situation!

“Michael,” she said, trying out his name.

He liked the sound of it on her tongue. Of course, it made him think of making love to her. Everything about her made him think the same as if he were a randy schoolboy.

“If I were a debutante or even on my second Season, meaning if I were simply any innocent woman, not a widow and a mother—”

“Yes,” he interrupted, “I understand the concept of a virginal lady. Please go on.”

Her cheeks pinkened, as if she were indeed the very embodiment of a virgin.

“Well, if I were such, then how would you go about forming an understanding with me? Certainly not in any of the ways you have so far,” she added. “They would all be considered too forward, including this meal tonight.”

He considered her point. How did a normal man and woman form an association? They didn’t, he supposed, unless it were leading to an engagement, as he’d tried with Jenny, and then a marriage.

Marriage with Mrs. St. Ange? Is that what she was meant? Every day and night together, living in the same house? Even raising Harry as if he were his natural father.

He grabbed his wine and took a large sip. Yet, the dread of such a permanent and encompassing relationship did not materialize. He’d felt it before. Not with Elizabeth, for she never wanted any such thing. But with a few women before her who’d grown too fond of him and hinted at a permanent arrangement. Then, instantly, terror had gripped him, and he’d seen the woman’s many flaws, the things about her that annoyed him to the point of distraction. He’d always broken it off within hours.

Another sip of wine, still, he felt none of the heart-pounding trepidation, only the desire to know Ada better.

“I suppose if you were, as you say, an innocent, and if I wanted to form a lasting attachment, then I would properly woo you with flowers and poetry, sweet treats and outings, always with a companion so as not to sully your reputation.

He paused. “In fact, I have done many of those things, have I not?”

“You’ve done some of those,” she granted, “as well as other things you definitely wouldn’t do, or shouldn’t, when properly wooing.”

She was right about that. And without any regrets, either. However, he wanted to move on. He wasn’t content to hope for an occasional crumb of intimacy. He wanted to drop a kiss on her delectable lips whenever it suited him without fear of recrimination. He wanted to make love to her and know in the morning, she wouldn’t be so distraught she’d plunge a knife into his chest.

“Are you saying I am going about this all wrong?” he asked. “Are you asking me to become a formal suitor, to woo you properly, with the intent of getting engaged? Is your objective to be married again?”

As he said the words, he realized with stark clarity he would find that particular outcome perfectly acceptable. Yes, he could see himself spending his life with her. He’d never met a woman he enjoyed more, and he hadn’t even bedded her yet.

What’s more, the fondness he’d developed for her, which seemed to grow with each meeting, might even be… love.
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Chapter Nineteen


At first, Ada thought she would have to curtail the discussion. She didn’t wish to speak of a future with Lord Vile, certainly not an understanding they would become paramours. However, the more she let him think and question, the closer he got to understanding what she wanted was his heart.

He simply didn’t realize what she wanted to do with it.

Thus, when he asked her about marriage, instead of calling him impertinent, she hesitated, hoping she appeared to be pondering what she wanted. Eagerness at this stage might still ruin the game.

At last, she answered his questions.

“I’m saying I wish to be treated as any respectable woman, not as if, because of my previous marital status, I’m ripe only for a tryst or for being your paramour. If you think that means an intent to marry, that is entirely your conclusion.”

She watched him drink his wine, at least his second glass if not his third, as he kept his gaze locked on her.

What was he thinking behind those tiger-colored eyes?

“I believe I see the difference at last,” he said. “One engages only the body and the mind, of course, and the other engages the heart.”

She nearly fell off her chair. He had come to it at last. Nodding her approval, she said nothing. He was doing so well on his own, she didn’t want to interrupt.

“It’s not a foreign notion to me. As you know, I was very briefly engaged. Like you with your Mr. St. Ange, I, too, had my heart involved in the process. I found the experience unsatisfactory at best.”

Unsatisfactory. A strange word for having one’s parents ruin one’s intended marriage. In any case, even if his heart had been bruised, it was nothing compared to how he’d devastated her.

Her good humor died, as it always did when she recalled that night. She’d practically worshiped Michael Alder, only to have him use her like a handkerchief, easily tossed aside.

Moreover, he was still treating women the same, even now. How easily he’d left Elizabeth Pepperton to begin something with her.

“Your heart,” she mused, trying to picture the tiny, black, hardened organ in his chest. “You spent six months with Lady Pepperton only to walk away as if she were less than nothing to you. That type of arrangement doesn’t interest me either.”

He frowned.

“You are correct in one regard. My heart was never involved when it came to Lady Pepperton. Nor hers with me, to be fair. However, you are entirely incorrect regarding what she means to me. We were friends and still are. She knows she can call on me if I can be of service.”

She coughed, letting her imagination run wild.

“Not that type of service,” he added, reading her thoughts correctly.

They were going in circles. Ada had always been of the mind Lord Vile didn’t have a heart. That was until he’d told her he hadn’t ended his engagement with Jenny over her change in fortune. On the other hand, she needed him to have enough of one so she could break it. A truly heartless rogue would never feel the pangs of unrequited love she hoped to inflict.

To that end, she would follow Alder’s logic.

“You are correct in thinking I don’t wish for an arrangement involving only the body and mind. However, I have no inclination toward marriage, either.”

“Getting the heart involved without the goal of marriage? How forward-thinking of you,” he declared.

Vengeance was as old as time, she thought. Not forward-thinking at all.

It was also far trickier than she’d imagined. For there were so many redeeming qualities about this man, as long as her heart was positively not engaged. As long as she saw him for what he was.

Tonight, as with each time they were together, she would have to bend and give a little, usually more than she intended, and then send him on his way. It had become easier and easier to give a little more because it seemed she was the one receiving pleasure each time.

However, giving him pleasure in return was beyond her. It would mark her as low and common, and it would almost seem as if she forgave his earlier indiscretions.

Which she could not.

After their dessert, a perfectly edible strawberry mouse, Ada rose from the table wondering how long she would have to entertain him in the drawing room before he started to kiss her. For when he did, she could send him home.

To her amazement, as soon as they left the dining room, he went toward the front door.

Mr. Randall appeared out of nowhere as he always did when people were coming and going.

“Randall,” Michael said, “My coat and hat, if you will.”

“Are you leaving?” she asked him, feeling quite astonished at his abrupt departure.

“Why, yes. It’s been a long day, starting in Hadlow this morning. I assume you are ready to settle into your own bed.”

The word conjured up the scene from the night before and what he had done to her on the bed, as she was certain he knew it would.

Feeling her cheeks grow warm, she glanced away when Randall returned.

Quickly, Michael shrugged into his overcoat and donned his hat.

“May I call on you again soon?”

How strange, but she felt a sense of disappointment he wasn’t trying to make love to her, not even a chaste kiss on the cheek. What was he playing at?

Remember you don’t really want him, she reminded herself. This is only a ruse.

“You may,” she told him. “Perhaps next week.”

“Perhaps tomorrow,” he corrected. Tipping his hat, he departed.

Tomorrow? As quickly as the disappointment arrived, it dissipated. She was actually looking forward to seeing Lord Vile. That could not be good.

Heading upstairs, she ordered Lucy to draw a bath and, as soon as possible, sunk into the hot water, feeling exhaustion close over her. Michael was right. It had been a long day, and she was starting to let the charms of the man muddle her thinking, and her feeling.

Including, she realized, starting to think of him as Michael.

After a good night’s sleep, she would be herself again.
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When he sent a message in the morning he would be stopping by after lunch, Ada nearly went out for a stroll simply to spite him. However, she reminded herself of her aim. The sooner she achieved it, the sooner she could end this charade and never see him again.

That was what she wanted, after all.

Thus, when he arrived at the door midafternoon holding flowers, she had already steeled herself against his charm while at the same time plastering a pleasant smile on her face.

Taking the flowers, she sniffed them once, then handed them to Mr. Randall.

“You’re welcome,” Michael quipped.

“Ah, you want me to gush over them after you practically spelled out last night your plan as a suitor. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if you had a Cadbury’s chocolate bar in your pocket wrapped in a poem of your own creation.”

The sheepish look upon his handsome face was positively precious to behold. She had guessed correctly. A sweet treat was nestled in his pocket next to his ever-present flagon of brandy.

All he said was, “Of course, there’s not a poem in my pocket.”

Then he treated her to his broad grin, which annoyingly made her insides flutter.

“I’m still working on it and left it on my writing desk. And I have Fry’s chocolate in my pocket, which I shall now give to Harry and not to you.”

She liked how he included Harry so naturally.

“You didn’t tell me what you wished to do today. I had no idea how to dress.”

“You are dressed beautifully as always,” he said, his gaze traveling over her violet day dress, from neckline to hem with approving eyes.

She felt warm all over. In that instant, she decided as soon as she’d finished with Lord Vile, she might ask Maggie to begin the hunt for a suitable husband for her. She had never noticed a sense of loneliness before she’d taken up with Michael Alder, but she knew she would miss having a man pay attention to her and keep her company. And kiss and touch her.

At present, though, she couldn’t imagine any other man doing those things except the one who currently stood before her.

Obviously, she had grown attached to the only man she’d spent time with in the past three years, and he was most certainly the wrong man.

“There is so much to do in London, but I admit to a weariness with always having to do something. Would you be amenable to simply walking along Bond Street and looking at the shops?”

She stared at him. Had a man ever asked a woman such a question?

Then she remembered Mr. Randall’s wife.

“That does sound agreeable,” she said. “I would like to go to the Burlington Arcade.”

“Really?” he asked. “It can be a bit rough around the edges.”

Shrugging, she insisted, “Nevertheless, Mr. Randall’s wife works in a shop there, and I would very much like to go. They have a café there, too.”

“Then it’s settled,” he agreed. “Are you ready, or do you need to bathe Harry?”

She laughed. “No, I don’t. And yes, I’m ready.”

“So only the two of us? What about your reputation? Last night, we discussed the necessity of a chaperone.”

She took her cloak from Mr. Randall and let Michael drape it around her shoulders.

“If I were an innocent young lady, as we discussed last night, then yes, I would take Lucy, my maid. But I’m not. Shall we go?”

Mr. Randall held the door, and Ada was never more glad of her invented dead husband than when he gave her the freedom to go out without being watched over like a child.

New Bond Street was lively as usual with members of the ton parading up and down its length, and Ada was distracted by every shop window, many full of luxury items one could never truly need.

She stopped to exclaim before a colorful display of leather bags and silk reticules, silver saltshakers and candlesticks, everything so artfully arranged, she thought it looked like a painting.

“Aspreys,” he said, glancing at the sign overhead.

“Oh, yes.” She knew this store. “They won a medal at the Crystal Palace!”

“Did they?” Michael mused.

“Yes, I remember the name on a ladies dressing case.”

“Well, if you need a case or a bag, this is the place to get one.”

They wandered on with her stopping every few feet until she realized she must be quite a tiresome companion. In her own defense, the last time she’d gone to a shopping district, it had been for necessities for her new home, and she’d gone mainly to Market Hall in Covent Garden. All practical purchases. This was far more pleasurable.

Moreover, she’d never in her life strolled along looking through shop windows with a gentleman. There was something comfortable in how the other couples looked at them, smiled or nodded, and moved on. True, she may have detected a scowl or two, and she thought two ladies crossed to the other side of the road after studying Michael’s face. It might have been her imagination.

Nonetheless, she felt more a part of the greater fabric of London society right then than she had in previous weeks, and she didn’t want to return to a life of seclusion and isolation. He was correct—her life had been lonely.

Once again, she considered asking Maggie to be a matchmaker.

Every once in a while, if she lingered, Michael offered to buy her something.

“No, thank you,” she said each time. She didn’t need any of the baubles and curios that caught her eye. Moreover, she couldn’t possibly let him spend the money she’d helped him earn, not when she planned to take it all from him.

It was the latter fact which put a slight damper on her enthusiasm. Here they were, having a particularly enjoyable outing, and it was all pretend. The next time she walked along this street, she would most probably be alone again.

“Why the sigh, Ada?”

She jumped at his use of her given name, but let him thread her arm under his.

“I didn’t realize I had.” She certainly couldn’t tell him why. “We are nearly at Old Bond Street, and the arcade is just around the corner.”

He steered her to the left, and they entered the Burlington Arcade of indoor shops from its north entrance, nodding to a Beadle—one of the arcades private police force—as they entered.

“Mr. Randall’s wife told me this building is one-hundred-and-ninety-six yards long.”

“Fascinating,” he quipped.

“It’s modeled after the covered shops in Paris.”

“Truly?” He didn’t sound impressed.

She nodded to another Beadle whom they passed as they began the long parade past the many storefronts.

“I suppose with the jewelry stores, they are a necessity,” she mused.

He chuckled.

“What is amusing?”

Gesturing to the second story, he said, “They deter thieves, no doubt, but they also keep the business on the upper floors from getting out of hand, or from spilling down here to the reputable areas.”

Glancing up, she frowned. “Don’t the shop owners live up there?

“Some, but many rooms are for harlots and their customers.”

“Oh!” she exclaimed, staring curiously at the second level with windows overhanging the arcade. At that moment, above her head, perhaps men and women were engaging in the act!

“Just promise you won’t ever come here in the evening.”

She nodded unthinkingly, only afterward considering it was none of his business where she went, or when.

“Let’s find Mrs. Randall, shall we?” he asked, and they continued along the promenade, past sellers of shoes and shawls, flowers and books. Next door to a fine men’s haberdashery, Ada stopped to peer into a shop that dressed women’s hair.

“I suppose if you don’t have help at home,” Ada said, a little disturbed at the notion of a stranger doing her hair and practically in a public place, too.

Another few doors down, they spotted the milliner’s shop at which Emily Randall worked, with a sign out front that looked like a bonnet with ribbons.

“I’ll wait here, shall I?” Michael asked.

“If you like,” she agreed. “I’ll only be a minute. I suppose I should purchase some ribbons or a hatpin at least while I’m in there.”

“Take your time. I’ll stroll a little farther and return in a few minutes.”

They made their plans like a couple, she thought, entering the shop. How nice it would be to think of him coming back to collect her and then going home together to dinner.

“Good day, Mrs. St. Ange,” Mrs. Randall greeted her. “How nice of you to come.”

It turned out to be a lovely shop overflowing with merchandise and at good prices. Ada tried on a few hats, and though not intending to buy one, she did, along with a new pin to hold it on as she was forever losing them.

Even so, she was back outside in short time and wandering along, looking for Michael.

He emerged from a print seller a few yards ahead, bowing slightly as two women passed him. They averted their eyes and walked more quickly. As they approached her, Ada distinctly heard, “Lord Vile.”

Halting, she cocked her head to catch the discussion as they walked by.

“… Shouldn’t be out in public,” said the first lady.

“What a reprobate! Why, I believe I felt his eyes upon my person.”

“Truly, he shouldn’t loiter here with moral folk. The East End is where he belongs.”

Goodness! To think people recognized him, the way they did Queen Victoria or Prince Albert. Maggie had been right. He was infamous!

She turned away from them and went to Michael, awaiting her with a package tucked under his arm.

He greeted her with a smile, something she now looked forward to.

Drat!

“We both found something to buy,” he said, taking her hatbox with his free hand before she could stop him. Just like a gentleman.

“Yes, there was a perfectly lovely hat. What did you get?” she asked as they began walking toward the southern doorway of the arcade.

“I won’t show you until we get home.”

Home! He said it as if it belonged to them both. How unsettling.

But all she said was, “A surprise?”

“Indeed.”

She laughed at his use of the word she’d used so often to dismiss him.

“Very well.”

He looked confounded. “Aren’t you going to pester me with questions and beg to know the contents?”

“No.”

“You are an unusual woman to be sure.”

She wondered briefly how many women he’d presented with a gift, only to have them shred the brown paper immediately. In her life, Ada had found surprises often turned out to be unpleasant, and thus, she had no desire to hurry toward its discovery.

They stepped out of the covered mall and turned right toward Old Bond Street again.

“Now comes the hard part,” Michael intoned, looking at the mass of carriages, some trying to move through the traffic, some parked at the curb awaiting their owners. “But my driver has a knack for finding a place to wait and, even better, for finding me when I need him.”

They stood together, looking up and down the crowded thoroughfare. He even handed her the hatbox and package so he could wave his arms over his head, not minding how he looked half a fool, causing Ada to giggle.

Then he took to saying, “there he is!” as a carriage approached, and then “evidently not” when it passed them by.

He did this three times until, smiling at his teasing, she whacked his shoulder with her reticule, and he dissolved into laughter.

“What a display!” said a woman’s voice nearby. “Lord Vile, himself, laughing like a lunatic!”
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Chapter Twenty


Ada whipped her head around to see a well-dressed woman with a man wearing a top hat at her side, both with matching disapproving faces. They had stopped on the sidewalk to gawk.

Making sharp eye contact with the woman, Ada expected them to move along.

Instead, the lady took a step closer. “I don’t know whether to feel sorry for you, young lady, or scorn you.”

Feeling Michael stiffen at her side, Ada said, “I beg your pardon?”

At the same time, Michael added, “Madam, whoever you are, it isn’t your place to pass judgment of any kind, neither pity nor scorn.”

The man in the top hat tapped his cane upon the pavement to get Ada’s attention.

“Are you ignorant of this man’s reputation?” he asked. “Do you, perchance, need our help?”

“Or are you one of Lord Vile’s doxies?” asked the woman loudly. “In which case, you should take a step backward and get into the gutter where you belong.”

“Here, now,” Michael said, stepping between her and the odious woman. “I suggest you hold your tongue and move along.”

“Oh, really?” The woman glanced at the man, most probably her husband, then back at Michael. “You are telling me to move along?”

“Actually, no.” Michael’s tone had gone quietly menacing. “Not until after you apologize to this lady.”

“A lady, is she?” the woman sniffed.

“I warn you, madam,” Michael said, then to the man, he added, “Is this your wife?”

“She is,” he said, puffing up his chest. Ada wasn’t sure if he was doing so out of pride or in anticipation of an insult.

“My sympathies to you, then,” Michael said.

Ada nearly smiled as the woman stamped her foot in outrage while her husband’s face reddened.

“May I suggest you rein her in,” Michael added, “as she is making a spectacle of herself? Not only that, with her girth, as you can plainly see, she is blocking our fellow citizens.”

“Oh!” the woman exclaimed.

“How dare you!” said the man.

“I do dare, sir! What’s more, I am demanding an apology, or you and I shall settle this like gentlemen.”

Ada watched the stranger’s face pale at the implication of a duel. However, his wife only smirked.

“Lord Vile thinks he’s a gentleman,” she said. “How absurd!”

“He has better manners than you,” Ada said, stepping around Michael’s protective arm to face the harpy. “You don’t know me, yet have insulted me here in public. You have shown plainly who is the guttersnipe!”

“Are you defending Lord Vile?” the woman asked.

Ada put her face close to the woman’s. “Simply because Lord Alder allows the gossips to demonstrate poor manners with name calling, it does not give you leave to do the same. In my company, I will not tolerate such discourtesy. If you wish to see vileness, madam, I suggest you go home and peer into your looking glass.”

Then Ada looked at the husband. “What’s more, Lord Alder is an excellent shot, almost as good as he is with a sword.”

After a long moment in which the man considered Ada’s words while his wife raised her chin ever higher, he muttered, “My wife meant no disrespect to you, madam.”

His wife nodded, then realized what he’d said. “What are you saying, Horace?”

“He is trying to save himself from being slain,” Ada told her pointedly, at which the woman blanched.

“My companion is correct,” Michael added. “Also, you are still blocking the passers-by.”

Michael’s driver pulled up and jumped from the dickey to the street, opening the door. “Ready, my lord?”

Ada let Michael help her into the carriage, while she could feel waves of rage emanating from him.

Before he climbed in behind her, he paused and addressed the husband.

“My condolences to you for having such a shrew of a wife. At least you may rest assured, she will never fall prey to the likes of me. I only ever pursue attractive ladies, either in face or in manner.”

He entered the carriage, and the driver swiftly closed the door on the distasteful scene, including the couple’s outraged faces.

They stared at each other for a long moment, and Ada shook her head.

Michael reached over and took her hand.

“I’m truly sorry.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said. “You can’t help the rudeness of other people.”

She was still trying to get her thoughts straightened out and come to terms with having defended Lord Vile. What had happened to her desire to bring him to his knees?

“You stood up for me as any proper second would at a duel, and I thank you for that. Obviously, though, I wish it hadn’t been necessary. My previous bad behavior has touched you, which I never would wish in a month of Sundays. For that, I am truly sorry.”

“Pish,” she said. Yes, she certainly had stood up for him. Why?

“Pish,” he echoed, offering her a sheepish grin.

Staring at the handsome man before her, holding her hand, apologizing, smiling, she found her head was spinning.

“So how would you have fared? In a duel, I mean?”

He offered her a wry grin. “You may have exaggerated my abilities a little. I am more than a fair shot, but I haven’t picked up even a fencing sword in years. Perhaps I should get back into practice.”

Then he withdrew his hand from hers, leaned back, and pulled out his flask. After taking a sip, he offered it to her as he always did.

Shaking her head, she stared out the window, perfectly aware he continued to drink until they reached her home.

Maybe if he cleaned up his reputation and stopped seeing other men’s wives, as she’d heard from Maggie, then he wouldn’t need to worry about his abilities with a sword. But that was not her problem.

When they stopped, he jumped out first and helped her down before reaching back into the vehicle for their belongings.

It was obvious he intended to come inside, and she didn’t mind. He followed her into the parlor, and Harry and his nanny entered a moment later, along with Dash.

“There he is,” Michael said in a booming voice. “The little man.”

To her amazement, Michael bent low, and father and son greeted one another with a hug. Then Harry hugged her tightly and held on.

“Sorry, for intruding, missus. He was ever so excited to hear you return.”

Ada stood straight, keeping her hand on Harry’s head.

“Nonsense, Nanny Finn, it’s fine. My son can always come and see me.”

In another minute, though, Harry was pushing away from her and shouting about a biscuit, running from the room and taking his entourage, both woman and dog, with him.

“He has a lot of spirit,” Michael said.

“Indeed,” she agreed, then realized what she’d said, and they both started to laugh.

“Shall we have a drink?” Michael asked.

“Tea?” she offered, knowing it wasn’t his intention.

Sure enough, he wrinkled his nose. “I was thinking more a glass of madeira. It is nearly the hour.”

Whatever hour he had in mind, it was always near it. She hesitated a moment, and then rang for wine. However, after it was brought to them and she watched him relish his first taste of it, she said, “You drink too much.”

He froze, glass in hand, staring over the rim at her.

Then he cocked his head. “Do you think so?”

“I do, in fact.”

“Do you care?” he shot back so quickly she nearly answered without thinking.

Yes, she thought. Of course, I care. You are my son’s father. You have become my friend.

Yet all she did was shrug and sip from her own glass for her answers were too disturbing to contemplate.

She cared about Michael Alder, quite apart from him being Lord Vile, the object of her vengeance. If she examined her feelings thoroughly, there was now a soft spot in her heart. Sighing, she stood up and went to the bell pull.

“Will you stay for dinner?” she asked.

“That is the most apathetic dinner invitation I’ve ever had. Complete with a long-suffering sigh.”

Ada couldn’t help but laugh.

“Will you anyway?”

“Yes,” he agreed.

She told Mr. Randall there would be a guest for dinner.

“Shall we look at our purchases?” Michael asked. “Since we had to endure that odious couple to get them, I hope they are worth it.”

He handed her the hatbox from Mrs. Randall’s millinery.

“You first. Let me see what you consider to be a lovely hat.”

Feeling a little embarrassed, Ada pulled off the lid and drew out a pale violet silk structured bonnet dressed with rich purple ribbons with small yellow silk flowers adorning the brim.

He seemed to be considering it. At last, he said, “I believe that does qualify as a lovely hat. Do you want to put it on and show me how it looks?”

“No, thank you.” She didn’t think it would be appropriate to mess up her hair by showing off her new hat. But for a long moment, she held it above her head so he could see it properly, then she put it back in the box.

“What’s in your package?”

“Actually, it’s yours,” he confessed. “Or rather, I bought it for you. Open it, please.”

He’d bought her a present?

Peeling back the brown paper, it revealed felt stuffing to protect the contents and under it was more brown paper. She tossed the stuffing aside and worked on the next layer.

“Oh!” she exclaimed with delight at seeing a framed print of the Crystal Palace.

“I hope you like it.”

“I do,” she said, staring at the intricate pencil drawing, which had been colored in. “It looks so true to life. Such a beautiful structure.”

He fairly beamed at her.

“Your happiness makes me happy,” he said.

He was gushing. What’s more, he sounded as if he was quite sincere.

Tears pricked her eyes. This man had now given her two of her favorite things, Harry and this print. And Dash, for that matter.

She didn’t even mind when he refilled both their glasses, even though she’d taken only a few sips of her wine whereas he had drained his.

“Where will you hang it?” he asked, sitting closer beside her so their thighs touched.

As he took it from her hands and placed it on the table in front of them, she thought for a second about hanging it in the library. Then, without warning, he took her face in his hands and kissed her.

Surprised at this sudden turn of events, Ada stiffened until he hummed against her lips.

Relaxing at once due to the pleasant sensation and opening her mouth to his tongue, she let him kiss her and continue to kiss her until there was a tap at the door.

“Dinner, madam,” said Mr. Randall, not even raising an eyebrow at the close proximity of his mistress to her guest.

It was futile to try to scoot away or pretend they were having a game of charades.

“What was that?” she asked as they rose to their feet.

“What?” He blinked innocently at her.

“That humming you did at the beginning.”

The right side of his mouth turned up in a charmingly crooked smile.

“Did you like it?” he asked.

“I’m not sure.”

After picking up both their glasses, he nodded for her to proceed him.

“Then I will continue to do it until you are sure,” he said to the back of her.

She smiled, rolling her eyes while he couldn’t see her doing so.
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Michael bypassed White’s and went straight home from Belgrave Square. After a glass of brandy, he went to bed, realizing he actually felt as comfortable in Ada’s house as he did in his own. In fact, more so because she was there, with her glow of warmth, so different from the cool person he first thought her to be.

She had a beautiful laugh.

She had a beautiful everything, for that matter. Even that hat, which had puzzled him since it seemed like every other hat in a milliner’s window. When she held it over her shining golden hair, however, it transformed into a glorious creation.

“You are besotted,” he told himself.

He hadn’t felt this way since Jenny Blackwood. No, that was a lie. He’d never felt this way before or since. He’d admired Jenny more than any other woman he knew at the time. Moreover, he was certain he would have loved her, positive he could have been a good husband.

With Mrs. Ada Kathryn St. Ange, though, he was already half in love if the fast beating of his heart whenever he was about to see her was any indication. Moreover, he desired her with a bone-deep yearning he’d never experienced. He’d fully intended to treat her as an innocent, to court her properly, but once they were alone again in her parlor, he’d simply had to kiss her.

He wanted to do so much more, of course, but there was a scintillating thrill in simply holding her sweet face and pressing his lips to hers. He could have done it for hours if Randall hadn’t interrupted.

After dinner and after Harry had come running in for his own hug and kiss wearing his pajamas, with an exhausted-looking nanny waiting in the doorway, they’d played cards. Ada had taken delight in beating him at Écarté, and he’d equally enjoyed watching her play her trump card and win.

Each time she laid down a winning hand, she gave a little victorious wiggle of her body, which led his brain to think of other enjoyable pursuits.

Still, he was content. He, who for a very long time never went more than a night or two without enjoying a woman’s touch, almost as an exercise in pride to prove he could. Truly, bedding women had become routine, another thing to do in the evening after drinks and cards, and billiards and more drinks. Not as routine and mundane as bathing or combing his hair, but not the exciting act it used to be.

And now, he was content to play cards with the most desirable woman he knew and, of course, to kiss her.

Groaning, he realized content was not exactly the right word. He was fairly bursting to get her into bed again, having enjoyed a sampling of her at his parents’ home. In the back of his mind, however, he had an inkling he might like a far more permanent arrangement than he’d at first dreamed of.

Tupping her, even once, had seemed like an admirable goal. Now, offering for her hand seemed like a better aim. The notion of joining their lives so they could enjoy each other daily brought him nothing but happiness.

Except what had happened that day might happen again. In fact, he was confident it would. They would be out in public and some dunce would decide to hurl insults. Ada would be tarred with the same brush, simply for being near him.

Strangely, she hadn’t seemed to mind. But would she ever consent to be the wife of Lord Vile?

If any woman would, it seemed it would be her. So strong and calm when faced with adversity.

He drifted off to sleep imagining Ada as Lady Michael Alder, and little Harry also taking his name.
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“You seem quite distracted, Mrs. St. Ange.”

Ada looked up from her notes, nodded at Clive Brunnel, and considered her situation. This was the time when she had intended to give him the bad stock tip to pass along. Michael so trusted Mr. Brunnel, if he told him to put everything into one commodity, he would. She could ruin him on a whim.

She’d dreamt of it for years. Even in the throes of painful and terrifying childbirth, she’d imagined Lord Vile’s destruction.

“What shall I tell him to buy?” Mr. Brunnel asked.

Hesitating, she looked at her list. It was so easy, but at that precise moment, she hadn’t the stomach for it. Maybe if he wasn’t the heir to the Alder earldom, maybe if his family weren’t counting on him for their future happiness. If only she hadn’t met Camille from whom only yesterday, she’d received a letter asking if she could visit Belgrave Square when she came to London.

They ended their meeting with her advice to purchase stocks in the wool market, which Mr. Brunnel would pass on to Lord Alder immediately. Safe, solid, with no danger of loss.

If she must delay his financial ruin with her sudden trepidation, perhaps she could, at least, bring to a close their romantic association. He definitely seemed smitten with her. Without doubt, very soon, Michael would declare his feelings, and then… then she could break his heart and thrust him from her life forever.

So why, when he invited her to go riding on Rotten Row the next day, did she acquiesce with pleasure instead of stoic resignation?

When they set out, the day was fine, and Hyde Park was crowded with nobility on horseback.

Ignoring anyone who looked at her sideways, perhaps recognizing her companion as the dastardly Lord Vile, she wondered at the difference between his former actions and the way he’d behaved since he’d first stooped to pick up her packages.

“You have done nothing recently to warrant the nickname with which you’ve been saddled.”

“Truly, I have not,” Michael agreed with a careless shrug.

She shook her head at his complaisance. “Is there nothing you can do to restore your good name?”

He laughed. “I suppose if it bothered me enough, or the lady I am with,” he added, “then I would consider what I could do, if anything. Does it bother you?”

“Actually, no. It was more for your sake that I wondered.”

“You really don’t mind that a woman just turned her head away from us with her nose so far in the air I thought she might tumble backward off her horse’s rear end?”

Ada chuckled. “I am secure in my reputation,” she assured him.

“Besides, what could I do to make amends in the eyes of London’s stylish and snooty? I can’t undrink the many drinks I had in the gin palaces, any more than I can un-bed any of the…?” he broke off and coughed, looking discomfited.

She assumed he was going to say whores, or maybe a more polite term. However, that wasn’t the worst of it. Ada recalled what Lady Pepperton had said. Did he really not know why he was considered so vile by civilized society?

“Nor can you restore to any innocent ladies their virtue.”

She was surprised she’d been able to say those words without an angry tone. However, she realized the truth was the truth, and it was pointless to spend her life thinking reparation could be made where, plainly, it could not.

Abruptly, Michael leaned over to grab her horse’s bridal, while at the same time, pulling back on his own reins so they stopped together in the middle of the path.

“What are you doing?” Ada exclaimed.

Looking at his face, she snapped her mouth closed, having never seen him with such an expression before—outraged and defensive.

“I don’t wish to argue with you, but the ton has given me a name which can be taken in many ways. While I will freely admit to enjoying more than my share of gin and, if you’ll excuse my saying so, women as well. If they think me vile for my behavior, so be it. However, my reputation for preying on innocents was unfounded entirely. I have never robbed a lady of her virtue, nor taken anything from anyone that was not freely given.”

Ada felt a familiar trembling start. The disagreeable sensation had happened directly after their tryst in the gazebo, persisting that entire terrible night while she sat in the carriage with the stickiness drying between her legs, waiting for her mother. The trembling had returned every sleepless night for months while she lay in her bed, berating herself for her stupidity.

How many times had she recalled how she’d allowed him to maneuver her into the compromising position? She’d been entirely passive as he’d enjoyed himself.

Why? Because she’d been obsessed with him, admired him, practically worshipped him. And because she’d been too naive about what would happen when she acquiesced.

After Harry was born, with her son to think about, as well as building a fortune, and then planning the move back to London, Ada hadn’t felt the quivering helplessness in a long time. She didn’t like it one bit!

In a swift move, she unhooked her left leg from the stirrup, lifted her right leg up and over the high pommel of her sidesaddle and dismounted, leaving him with two horses and riders passing him on both sides.

“Ada,” he called after her as she took a few unsteady steps away, nearly getting run over by other riders until she began to pay attention to where she was going. When she was off the path and next to a tall silver maple, she stopped, gasping for breath.

In a few minutes, he was beside her, leading both horses. Dropping their reins, he grabbed her hands.

“Are you all right? You’re shaking. I snapped at you, and I apologize. I didn’t mean to upset you. I don’t give a damn what anyone else thinks, or even what they call me, but I don’t like knowing you think badly of me. Especially when it is for something I didn’t do.”

Staring down at their entwined hands, she nodded, unable to look at him. She feared if she stared into his luminous amber eyes, he would see the truth—that she had been one of those innocents.

It was true he hadn’t attacked her or stolen her virtue, and maybe he hadn’t forced himself on any of the young ladies whose furious parents had made mention of Lord Vile in the papers. It didn’t excuse him, though. For he had a way about him, almost a hypnotic power when he started kissing. At least, she felt that way about him.

How could he not know how mesmerizing he was when he was dealing with a virginal miss? What defense did an innocent have against his skillful lovemaking?

“I swear to you, Ada, I’ve never coerced an unwilling female, and certainly not an innocent. I had no need, there were plenty of young ladies willing to—”

“Stop,” she said loudly, wrenching her hands from his, then childishly putting her palms over her ears. “I don’t wish to hear anymore.”

He fell silent, looking utterly miserable.

“I’ve made a mess of things.” Stepping back, he yanked his flask out of his pocket, thumbed it open, and took a long drink.

Her old companion, fury at Lord Vile, returned when seeing him drink from his blasted flask. At least, she’d stopped trembling, which gave her strength again. Stepping forward, she poked her finger on his chest, right below his cravat, emphasizing her next words.

“How would you know?” Her words were like blasts from a gun.

Closing the flagon, he looked at her in confusion. “How would I know what?”

“How would you know if the young woman under you was a virgin or not, whether she was willing, confused, or simply scared?”

“How would I—?” he began, but this time, she slapped her entire hand against the lapel of his coat.

With each word, she smacked his chest with her palm. “Drinking. As. Much. As. You. Do. How. Would. You. Know?”

He stared at her, and she stared back, until his eyes widened.

Finally, he shook his head. “I am never so foxed I don’t know what I’m doing or with whom.”

“Maybe,” she said, recalling that night in the Fontaine’s garden, how he’d spoken so fancifully about her as a sprite, a fairy, or even a goddess. He had certainly been tipsy. “And maybe not.”

Turning away from him, swallowing the remains of her anger so it wouldn’t choke her, Ada snatched up the reins of her horse, put her foot to the stirrup, and awaited his assistance in helping her into the sidesaddle.

Wordlessly, he did so, then he regained his own saddle, and they set off back the way they’d come toward Belgrave Square.

What more was there to say? He spoke with utter conviction. However, she was proof he was wrong—she was a virgin he’d deflowered without even realizing.

Struggling in her thoughts with how to return to the even keel they’d been on before this painful ride, how to tamp down the rage and the sadness, she didn’t notice the carriage drawn up outside her home until she was nearly upon it.

And then, very clearly, she saw the monogram upon the vehicle’s door, JRE.

Her parents had arrived.
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Chapter Twenty-One


In case any of her neighbors were watching, Ada didn’t slide down the side of her horse as she had at Rotten Row in the park. Instead, in ladylike fashion but with great impatience, she waited for Michael to dismount and help her down.

They shared a glance, and she realized she needed to smooth things over now before they greeted her parents. Or, on second thought, she could send him on his way with all due haste, which would be prudent.

Since she had no footman, it was Michael’s man who was waiting to take charge of their horses. Appearing from the shadowy area by her steps, his footman swiftly took hold of the reins and started to walk them away and around the back, where there were small stables for the entire terrace of houses.

“Hold,” Michael said to him. Then he looked at her. “Am I coming in? It appears you have visitors. I can leave at once.”

She hesitated. “My parents have returned to London. I knew it was imminent.”

At his expression, she added, “They don’t live with me. They have a townhouse on Hanover Square.”

It was why Ada and Maggie were the oldest and dearest of friends, having grown up as neighbors. Did he recall that was where Jenny and her family had lived before her father’s death? He’d probably visited the eldest Blackwood sister there.

He simply nodded, looking, she thought, rather lost. Maybe he was still wondering what terrible deeds he’d done while inebriated.

Her front door opened, but instead of Randall standing in the doorway, it was her mother.

“Come in, come in. Hurry! I’ve been waiting to see you. How Harry has grown! I’ve missed you so much, my girl.”

Drawn by her sweet mother’s words, Ada rushed into her embrace. They entered the foyer, arms still around each other, and she could hear her father’s booming voice laughing with Harry.

Crossing to the parlor, she heard footsteps behind her and knew Michael had followed. In the next instant, she saw her father seated on the sofa but bending low to pet Dash while Harry ran in circles holding a new toy.

“Papa,” she greeted. But it was her son who ran to her.

“Look, Mama, look,” and he thrust a carved wooden horse, realistically painted, toward her.

When she reached out to admire it, he snatched it back, cradling it to his chest.

“My horse,” he said.

“Did you thank Nana and Grandpapa?”

Her father stood up by this time. “He did, Ada. He’s a good boy.”

Giving her a brief hug, he looked her up and down. “You look well, daughter. London suits you so far.”

She felt her cheeks grow warm, only thinking of what she’d been up to in the past weeks.

“It does, Papa.”

His eyes narrowed curiously as he looked past her.

“Whom have we here?”

“My apologies,” she muttered. “Mummy, Papa, this is Lord Alder.” Her mother wasn’t much for the gossip rags and her father never read that section of any newspaper, so she felt fairly safe in giving them his name. There would be no thunderstruck expressions or insults hurled.

Michael stepped forward to offer a sincere bow of his head to her parents, who now stood side-by-side, clearly curious and inspecting the man with whom their daughter had been out riding.

“A pleasure to meet you,” Michael intoned, easily slipping into his charming self. “Did you only just arrive from the country?”

“Yes,” James Ellis answered. “We didn’t even go to our own home yet, so eager was Ada’s mother to see her.”

Kathryn Ellis smiled. “You were just as eager, dear.”

“Would you care for tea or coffee?” Ada asked before her parents began to argue over who was more keen to see her.

“Oh, I did ask Lucy,” her mother said. “It should be ready shortly. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not.”

“Your own home and so many changes,” Kathryn continued, lifting a delicate brow and glancing between Ada and Michael.

Ada most certainly didn’t want her parents coming to the wrong conclusion, not when it was so temporary.

Just then, Harry let out a loud shriek of pure joy simply playing on the rug with Dash and his new toy. Nanny Finn, who had been seated unobtrusively in the corner, stepped forward.

“Shall I take the young master upstairs, madam?”

“Yes, thank you,” Ada agreed, ruffling her son’s hair as he went past making neighing sounds.

She rather hoped Dash would follow so she didn’t have to explain why a stranger had given her a dog, but the animal was too interested in sniffing her parents’ shoes, undoubtedly enjoying many scents they’d carried with them from Surrey.

Silence descended, and Ada realized Michael was hovering at her elbow. What could she say without being rude?

“Will you join us for a refreshment, or do you have to go?”

If he heard her emphasize the last word, he didn’t let on. His face lit up, and she knew he was going to accept the invitation, when all of a sudden, her brother entered.

“Grady!” she exclaimed. “I was wondering where you were,” she lied. With Michael meeting her parents, she’d forgotten entirely her younger brother would be there as well.

They hugged, and she introduced him to Michael.

“Where were you?” she asked her brother as the tea was brought in.

“I hope you don’t mind, sis. I had to stretch my legs, and with the size of this place, I could take a walk without going outside. You’ve done really well!”

She shrugged slightly, feeling absurdly pleased by her younger brother’s praise.

“There’s also a lovely grassy patch in the center of the square. Perfect for Harry to play in.”

“And for your dog,” Grady surmised, eyeing Dash curiously.

She knew he was about to ask where the dog came from.

“Why don’t we all sit?” she blurted, and before she knew it, her family was seated with Lord Vile, of all people, who looked as pleased as Punch, from the puppet show she’d recently seen in the park with Harry.

At that moment, she did feel rather like Punch’s long-suffering wife, Judy.

How was she to get out of this farce before someone said something she would need to explain?

Almost at once, it got worse.

“You are here too early for Parliament, Lord Ellis,” Michael pointed out. “Do you have other dealings in London, or did you come expressly to see your daughter?”

Her father smiled, and she knew he was about to launch into his favorite topic. Sure enough, he responded, “My primary interest in London is the stock exchange. Always has been. Miss it like the devil when I’m in Surrey.”

Ada’s teacup rattled in her hand. She couldn’t stop the course of the conversation.

“Really? How fortuitous!” Michael exclaimed. “I have recently begun to invest, and it’s working out quite well.”

“Fabulous,” her father said with his usual enthusiasm for the topic, giving a little clap of his hands.

Her mother sighed, and her brother, whose interest lay in becoming a barrister, leaned back against the sofa cushions, firmly settling in for the long discourse. Even Dash lay across Ada’s slippers as if knowing it were time to nap.

“What markets have you got into so far?” the baron asked.

Michael listed off three or four, all with her father nodding his approval.

“With your interest in stocks, you are keeping the right company, then,” her father said, with a knowing tilt of his head.

Michael fell silent, his expression blank.

“I’m sorry, sir? I don’t understand.”

“Not to imply you are keeping company,” Baron Ellis added as his wife poked him in the ribs with her elbow. “I merely thought…” He nodded toward Ada, who sat in an otherwise comfortable wing chair, but feeling as if she were resting on hatpins.

How she wished she could somehow transport herself across town or perhaps to the bottom of the Thames.

Michael looked at her inquiringly. She shrugged and offered the vacant stare of a female who didn’t know a stock from a stork.

“Has anyone tried Mary’s raspberry jam biscuits? They are quite delicious,” she asked.

Grady leaned forward and snatched one up, taking a bite.

“They are!” he exclaimed.

Michael still stared at her. If recalling what his father said when she’d met him, he might suddenly wonder what she did, indeed, know about investing.

Time for an entirely new topic.

“Have you found a place for Grady to apprentice, or is he going to study common law at a university?”

Her mother narrowed her eyes, obviously reading her daughter like a penny paper, recognizing her diversionary tactics, but her father merely shrugged.

“We will spend some time making the rounds,” he promised, winking at Grady. “We’ll find him a place.”

“Solicitor or barrister?” Michael asked her brother, who responded as to the latter for he quite liked the idea of arguing before a judge.

Crisis averted, Ada thought.

“My brother is frightfully good at arguing,” she said with a gentle smile, for she loved Grady though they had fought a lot during childhood. “And I’m positive the wig and gown will suit him.”

Grady made a face, and everyone laughed.

“If only both of my children could do what they were born to do,” James Ellis lamented, and Ada froze. Crisis returned! “As much as Grady will make a fine barrister, Ada should be allowed to—”

“No,” she yelped, interrupting her father.

In the shocked silence that followed, she felt her heart beating nearly out of her chest. She was certain he would have revealed her fervent wish to go on the floor of the exchange and be a broker.

“Dash,” she said weakly, pointing at the dog, who’d jumped up at her tone. “I’m afraid one of his toenails went through my slipper.”

Reaching down, she patted his silky head. “Not your fault, pup,” she murmured.

It’s my fault. This letting-things-happen attitude, laissez-faire as the French economists termed it, was what got her into trouble in the first place in that cursed gazebo. This was her home, and it was up to her to take control.

Abruptly standing, Ada sent her parents a warm smile. “You must wish to settle in at home. I shall come visit and bring Harry in the morning.”

Grady jumped up, obviously relieved.

“Wonderful. Let’s go,” he said to their parents. “I’ve some chums I wish to visit tonight.”

“Tonight?” Kathryn repeated, sounding scandalized.

“Mother, I’m eighteen.” Grady kissed Ada’s cheek and left the room.

“He’ll be halfway to Hanover Square before he realizes you’re not in the carriage,” Ada said, trying to hurry her parents along.

In a flurry of kisses and hugs, Baron and Baroness Ellis were in the foyer.

However, at the door, they hesitated, her father looking pointedly at Michael. In all good conscience, her parents couldn’t leave their daughter alone with a strange man.

Luckily, even the jaded Lord Vile understood.

“I, too, must take my leave,” he said, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

After a bow to each of her parents, Michael turned to her.

Was he going to take her hand and kiss it? Clenching her hands at her sides, she nodded awkwardly at him.

“I’ll walk you all out,” she offered, stepping in front of him, feeling eyes upon her as she linked arms with her mother.

Randall opened the front door, and they all stepped outside. Her parent’s carriage was already at the curb, door open, and her brother hopped about impatiently.

“Come along,” he urged them.

“Bring Lord Alder’s horses,” she said quietly to Randall.

“I’ve sent for them already, madam,” he told her. “His footman is coming at once.”

Her parents couldn’t linger without appearing rude, so with another farewell and more nodding and waving, the Ellis family drove out of sight.

Hearing the clip-clop of the horses, Ada and Michael both looked to the corner as his footman came back from the stable riding one and leading the other.

Taking her hand in his, Michael brushed his mouth against her knuckles. Then he lifted his head and looked her in the eyes.

“Today was a strange outing. It didn’t go as planned at all.”

She couldn’t help but wonder what he’d hoped would happen.

“I was uncertain of the day my family would return to London,” she admitted.

He shook his head. “I meant before that.”

Ada stayed silent. She’d known what he meant. It had certainly become strained when they’d begun discussing the extent of his vileness and his drinking. Frankly, she didn’t want to think about it again.

“Your family,” he said, “they seemed pleasant people.”

“Even my brother?”

“Even him. Not so different from Gabriel.” He tilted his head. “I would like to speak with your father about my investments some time.”

Ada gave what she hoped was a placid smile. Placid and utterly ambiguous.

“I should go look in on Harry now,” she said.

“I am dismissed,” he surmised.

“Indeed.”
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Ada was hiding something, wasn’t she? Michael had experienced the same feeling when she’d exhibited such a strong reaction during their discussion of the Season. It had driven him to Almack’s and the discovery of her maiden name.

But all inquiries regarding Ada Kathryn Ellis had come to naught. No one had any knowledge of a scandal linked to her name. No trysts had been discovered and reported by gossips. Nor even a disastrous blunder on her part, such as misspeaking a nobleman’s title or wearing the same gown to two similar events or dancing twice in a row with the same man. Nothing!

So why did mention of the Season make her prickly?

Moreover, she had behaved strangely in the company of her parents.

Michael supposed the best thing to do was to ask her. If he intended to make her his wife—which had somehow become his unstated, barely believed goal—he ought to be able to ask her anything and receive an honest answer.

After all, his own foibles were not only on display and generally discussed, but even printed in every blasted gossip rag.

And still, she’d befriended him, if that was the correct term for their strange relationship.

Hemsby was a friend in the normal sense. Even Elizabeth Pepperton was a friend in the sense of him wishing her well. Yet Ada was a puzzle. She seemed to like him and despise him in equal measures, to want to spend time with him as well as to push him away.

Yes, a forthright talk was in order, and there was no better place than Dolly’s Chop House, in his opinion, over steaks and wine. For if they had a talk in the intimate surroundings of her home or his, he would probably start kissing her before their conversation had begun.

Quickly, he sat down and penned an invitation to her. No play, opera, or ballet, simply dinner if she was amenable. He found out by return missive she was.

As with every time he anticipated seeing her, he felt joyful. And his anticipation was never disappointed. When he showed up on her doorstep, Ada appeared in a deep blue dress, showing off her small waist, with a sculpted à la mode neckline, low enough to give him more than a hint of her full breasts. Staring into her intelligent eyes—always with something slightly mysterious sparkling within them—Michael felt grateful she deigned to keep company with him at all.

Moreover, she got into his cozy brougham without protest.

Progress, he thought, as they set out through Westminster, past the abbey on the left and the palace on the right, which was ten years into its rebuilding after the last fire.

“We are dining at your home?” she asked.

To keep her from thinking where they were going, he kissed her, then he kissed her again, humming against her lips because now it was their special way.

When he drew back, the first thing she did was look out the window to see they’d proceeded along the Thames as far as St. Paul’s.

Exclaiming aloud, obviously bursting with curiosity, she asked him outright, “Where are we going?”

He merely smiled, causing her to ask him half a dozen more times, sounding like Harry when curious about something.

“You’ll see,” he responded to each question.

“I thought we’d be eating at your home,” she said again when they’d entered the Blackfriars district, and her excitement was visible. “I’m not sure I would have worn this gown when meeting new people at a dinner party.”

“Then I’m glad we’re not doing that because I love your gown.” And he wasn’t about to share her with others at a boring dinner party.

Alighting from his carriage onto Paternoster Row, they slipped under an arch to the nearly deserted Queens’ Court Passage, which a little later would be busy with men going out to dine. There, under a large lamp, was the entrance to Dolly’s Chop House, which for all his life, he merely thought of as Dolly’s.

As he tried to usher her inside, she gasped and planted her kidskin boots on the cobbled lane.

“What are you doing? I cannot go in there.”

“Normally, no, but tonight is special. The owner, Thomas Howell, is an old friend of my father’s. Trust me,” he added, holding out his hand to her.

After the briefest of hesitations, she took it. Michael kept talking as he drew her inside the old establishment, watching as she whipped her head this way and that, taking in the main dining room, currently deserted.

“In an hour, maybe a little less, this place will be stuffed to the gills with men of commerce, as well as barristers and noblemen. It’s very popular and the steak is absolutely outstanding.”

“Less than an hour?” Her voice rose to a nervous squeak, glancing again at the heavily-paneled room, rather dark, even a little dingy.

“Not to worry. Mr. Howell agreed to close his coffee room for a couple hours tonight, so we could dine privately.”

“Why on earth would he do that?” she asked, snatching a menu off a table as she passed, examining it like a child with a new toy.

“Because I said his steak was no better than what my cook could make, and I knew my lady would say the same.”

Michael led her past leather chairs and heavy oak tables to a smaller room on the left, in which he could smell the coffee from earlier in the day.

“Mr. Howell told me to bring in my lady at once to sample his fare. He’ll visit us later, and you must tell him if it’s the finest steak or not.”

Her amused smile told him she found the entire situation agreeable. Many women would not. They would have refused to set foot in there on pain of loss of reputation.

“He also has a popular cigar room. He calls it his ‘City House of Commons’ for all the members who come in to hash out the same things they’re debating in Parliament. I wish I could take you in there to listen for an evening. Quite remarkable.”

He pulled out a chair for her and then sat opposite, watching as she removed her gloves and placed them in her lap.

“Probably as exciting as I imagine the stock exchange to be,” she said.

As soon as she spoke, her cheeks blushed a pretty pink.

“Your father must have told you many interesting tales,” he guessed.

Before she could answer, their waitress came in. He’d seen her before but not enough to know her name.

“Good evening, my lord,” she began, “and my lady,” she added, nodding to Ada. “Mr. Howell said you’ll be wanting our finest cuts.”

“The fish soup first,” Michael said. “And a baked potato each with our beef,” he added, while Ada looked on, eyes wide, lips pressed together but smiling, clearly not daring to speak.

“It’s all right, luv,” the waitress said to her. “Sometimes we get an actress in here, or an opera singer.”

If possible, Ada’s beautiful blue eyes opened even wider.

He was thrilled to see her appear so amused.

Then the waitress asked about what they wished to drink. He cocked his head at Ada.

“Spanish red?”
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Ada nodded and finally found her voice. “Yes, please.”

She was unable to keep the large smile off her face. Tonight, she was “his lady,” and they were dining out!

It was silly really. It wasn’t as if she’d never been out of her own home to eat before, but, truthfully, it was usually at a private residence or at a confectioner’s shop or, in the summertime, now she was back in London, she would go to a tea garden along the Thames.

“I’ve eaten in a tavern in the country,” she told Michael, recalling when she’d been traveling with her parents and brother before her first Season, and they’d stopped for meat pies.

He nodded seriously as if that were an accomplishment.

“Once my mother went to a ladies dining room in Bath, but I’ve been out of Town for practically all my adulthood, so have never…” she trailed off and stopped her prattling. “Thank you. This is a very special treat.”

“I’ve never thought of it before, but it shouldn’t be, should it?” Michael said, leaning back as the waitress returned with a basket of bread. “I hear they have more family dining in France. I don’t know about America. But with all those people touring the Crystal Palace, someone wrote an article in the Times the other day about the lack of places for couples to dine. If they’re looking for better than pub food, that is.”

“It must happen sometime,” Ada agreed. She was simply thrilled for the novel experience. “Maybe by the time Harry is grown, he’ll be able to take his wife out to dine wherever they wish.”

They laughed at the notion of things changing so quickly. Then the food arrived, and Ada didn’t speak again for many minutes. The soup was good, but the steak was divine, and somehow tasted better for being eaten somewhere other than her own dining room.

Though full, she let Michael order a heavy pudding for them to share for dessert because, clearly, he was enjoying the experience of dining out together, and they might as well make it last.

Then he ordered brandy for them both, and she had to quell the prick of displeasure it gave her. Unfortunately, brandy now seemed a reminder of his darker side, of the reprobate lurking within the thoughtful man she had come to know.

“The painting in the main room, is that Dolly?” Ada asked, taking a forkful of the sticky, sweet cake with sultanas soaked in… brandy!

“So I’ve been told.” Michael grinned. “Not the most attractive woman, to be sure, but she had an idea how to cook up good food and the even better idea of hiring only lovely waitresses and bar maids to keep her male patrons happy.”

“Is that why you come here?” Ada asked.

“That was over a hundred years ago, silly woman.” He sipped his drink. “Howell told me Dolly was actually Queen Anne’s favorite cook, and the queen gave her the place to open and run as she saw fit.”

“A true business woman, and so long ago.” Ada shook her head in wonder. “And there are still waitresses.”

“And waiters, too, I assure you. They probably sent us a woman so as not to alarm you.”

Rolling her eyes, Ada was about to point out the ridiculousness of what society thought might alarm her when a man ducked his head into their private room.

“Alder!” the stranger greeted, and Michael stood up at once, sticking his hand out to shake that of the newcomer. “Good to see you here. Glad you could come to my humble chop house.”

She reasoned at his words he was Mr. Thomas Howell.

Then the man with his slightly graying hair and lively eyes turned all his attention to her.

“And whom have we here?” He reached down, clearly wanting to take her hand, which she lifted to him. “This beautiful creature can only be Lady Alder.”

She froze, Michael sat back down heavily, and then silence descended on their private room.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


After a second, this experienced man of hospitality realized he’d blundered.

“Forgive me. She is not your wife,” Thomas Howell surmised, speaking to Michael but still looking at her.

Ada felt her cheeks heat up, with the owner still half way to taking her hand.

“I have no wife,” Michael said at last, and the man’s head swiveled between them.

“You mentioned your lady to me, and then I discovered this lovely one seated with you, looking as delicious as a fine beef steak. Of course, I assumed you had an ounce of sense. But if you had, why wouldn’t you have married her already?”

Michael coughed, and Ada knew he was covering a laugh.

“Thomas Howell, this is my friend, Mrs. St. Ange.”

“Oh, a missus? She is your paramour, then?”

Ada’s cheeks veritably flamed, and Michael coughed again.

“A widow,” he told Mr. Howell, and, having explained their relationship, he picked up his glass of brandy again.

Ada began to feel this was becoming too personal. No wonder women didn’t go out to public places for dinner, if their entire social and marital status had to be declared and dissected.

“A widow,” Mr. Howell repeated, taking her measure.

At last, she found her hand engulfed by the owner’s larger one before he kissed it, right on the back of her knuckles.

“Good evening to you,” he intoned, finally addressing her directly. “And my condolences.”

“Good evening,” she returned, “and thank you for your sympathy, but I am out of mourning.”

It was actually a little alarming after all to be in an unfamiliar setting with a strange man.

“Your lady has a lovely voice,” Mr. Howell said, still holding her hand but addressing Michael again. Then his face grew serious as he gazed at her.

“I must ask you, did you find the food to your liking? Was every last morsel satisfactory? Moreover, was it better than any steak you’ve ever had before?”

As she opened her mouth, he added, “Don’t rush into speech, dear woman. Think on it a moment. Let me look at you while you consider.”

Michael was chortling now, and Ada realized Mr. Howell was teasing a little, but she sensed he truly wanted an honest answer.

“I am not rushing to judgment, sir, when I tell you everything was to my liking. Beyond satisfactory, in fact. As to your final question, the one I believe evoked my being brought here, I can honestly say, yes, it was the best piece of beef I’ve ever tasted. Cooked perfectly.”

He closed his eyes as if in ecstasy. When he opened them, he gave her a small nod and released her hand at last.

“And his cook,” he gestured to Michael, “cannot do better?”

Oh dear! Ada hated to lie, but she’d never had a meal from Michael’s cook. Still, the woman had taught Mary, and Ada knew Mary couldn’t have seasoned and cooked a better steak.

Glancing at Michael, who had an eyebrow raised, clearly wondering how she would respond, she said, “To the best of my knowledge, sir, no, his cook could not.”

“Ha!” the man exclaimed, then clapped his hands. “In that case, your meal shall be on the house, by which I mean free to you, dear lady. Only hers, mind you,” he said to Michael.

With a wry smile, Michael nodded. “I understand. And we thank you for letting us dine here.”

“Oh, yes,” Ada said, “I’ve had a wonderful evening.”

“Come back again. This coffee room is hardly used as most of my customers go straight from dining to the smoking room, as you’ll notice on the way out.”

At the doorway, Mr. Howell hesitated and looked back at them.

To Ada, he said, “I don’t know what you’re doing with this rogue. If I wasn’t already chained, and happily so, I would sweep you away, dear lady.”

Considering he was old enough to be her father, she merely smiled politely at his flirtatious charm.

To Michael, he added, “You would do well to marry this one. Snatch her up and chain her while you can.”

With a final bow, he exited, leaving them staring at each other.

“Mr. Howell has quite the personality,” Ada said. And what vivid imagery of snatching and chaining. Not at all what she thought about marriage.

“He does.” Tilting his head, Michael was obviously considering something. But all he said was, “Are you ready to go?”

“Yes.” Pulling on her gloves, she waited while he rose and came around to pull out her chair.

Once back in his carriage, she relaxed and let him pull her against his side, his arm draped around her. When he rested his chin against her temple, she felt… cherished.

Realizing that detail flustered her. Lord Vile was not supposed to be kind and warm and caring. He was supposed to be manipulative and selfish, wanting only to get her out of her clothing.

“Since it is early still,” he said, his tone soft, “will you come back to my home? It would be a change from my always haunting your parlor.”

Ah ha! There was the man she expected, hoping to get her into his bedroom.

Instead of being immediately defensive, however, she decided to acquiesce. She could sense his heart was engaged. Perhaps more time alone would be the impetus for him to have deep affection for her—or what passed for affection in his world.

As the driver directed the horses onto Newgate Street, turning left, Ada couldn’t help looking to the right, toward Cheapside and just beyond that, after the Bank of England, the London Stock Exchange.

Soon, they had traversed London, along Holborn to Oxford Street, and then onto Brook Street where Michael’s townhouse awaited, lamps already lit. He continued to hold her close, but strangely, he didn’t try to kiss her.

Was she really going to do this? Going into his home without a companion certainly marked her as something less than respectable. Even a widow was not supposed to go into a gentleman’s residence unless she didn’t mind being considered his mistress.

Everything was the same inside as the previous time she’d entered, except without her son and nanny. Without their presence or even Dash’s, the place seemed like a lifeless tomb.

Once seated in the drawing room, Ada couldn’t help making an observation.

“You don’t spend much time here, do you?”

He brought her over a glass of brandy without asking, and she took it from him.

As he sat beside her, he answered, “You’re correct. I don’t. How did you guess?”

“Meaning no offense, it simply has that air about it, as if it’s been closed up for a month and no one remembered to air it out.”

“Stuffy and dusty, then?” he asked.

“No, not that. There’s a smell a place gets when no one lives in it.”

“Musty, like a tomb?” he offered helpfully.

She laughed. “Whichever way I say it, I sound insulting, so I’ll stop. You spend more time at your club, obviously, and perhaps in other rooms than this one.”

“I would like to show you another room,” he confessed.

“Indeed.” If she went to his bedroom, she had no doubt they would make love. A crackle of desire was always merely a touch away.

“I believe I could entice you tonight,” he said, “yet I find I don’t want to.”

She stayed silent at his strange words, both self-assured and dismissive. He would explain himself in due time, so she sipped the brandy and waited.

To her surprise, he laughed. “I like that about you. Your cool head. Some women would have found what I said insulting.”

Ada shrugged and took another sip.

He set his own glass down. “Let’s address the first part.”

With no more warning than that, he leaned close and kissed her.

As soon as their lips touched, yearning flared within her—stark and strong. She nearly dropped the glass, but he took it from her, setting it aside before beginning a slow and thorough pillaging of her mouth.

With her eyes closed and her senses heightened, Ada relished the familiar roaming of his deft hands, and almost involuntarily, she laced her fingers behind his neck, holding him to her.

When at last he pulled back, he rested his forehead upon hers.

“You make my entire body hum.”

Her eyes still closed, she smiled at his unexpected statement. Then she told him the truth.

“Mine as well.”

“We could go to my bedroom,” he offered, and she drew away, opening her eyes to his.

“You think you can entice me to your bed with a single kiss? Maybe you can,” she conceded. “What about the second part? You don’t want to. Is that true?”

He groaned and reached for his drink, finishing it in one go.

“I want to have you in every way possible,” he confessed, making her insides flutter. Reaching up, he stroked the side of her face.

“But you wouldn’t be happy afterward. I’ve learned that about you. Thus, I wouldn’t be happy with myself.”

He sounded awfully insightful and selfless, which only made her want him more.

Michael sighed. “You want a respectful, proper courting, not a quick roll, no matter how delightful it would be. And you deserve such. Howell could see your worth in one glance. I feel the same.”

She expelled a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Lord Vile was showing a tender, considerate side, making it extremely difficult to hold onto her vengeance.

Her head spinning with confusion and her body sizzling with desire, she reached her hands out to him. “Kiss me again.”

Ada didn’t have to wait long. In the next moment, he gathered her in his arms and claimed her mouth again. His tongue slipped inside to dance with hers, causing a pool of heat to gather low between her hips.

Arching against him, crushing her sensitive breasts to his chest, all the while, she felt his hands stroking her back through the thin satin fabric of her gown.

She wanted his hands upon her skin. Moreover, she wanted to touch his bare flesh, feel his heat and his strength.

About to demand he show her his bedroom, she nearly cried out when he broke away and stood up.

His breath was coming harshly, and her own lungs felt too small.

“Bringing you here without intending to ravish you was a tactical error,” Michael confessed, snatching up his empty glass and returning to the sideboard.

Glancing at her own half-filled glass, she frowned. The feelings coursing through her were unsettling and, yes, frustrating as anything she’d ever experienced, but she had no desire to dampen them with liquor.

Why did he turn to the soothing substance every time something seemed tense or pleasurable? Apparently, it was his answer to every emotion.

She watched him pour a large draught into his glass, emptying the decanter. When he upended the cut crystal carafe, so every last drop fell into his glass, Ada couldn’t hold her tongue.

“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. You drink too much. You will become puffy and have a red nose.”

“Like Mr. Moore’s jolly old elf,” Michael quipped. “That’s not so bad. Children love Father Christmas.”

“It’s not funny,” she insisted, standing and crossing to him. “After a few glasses, you are too jolly.”

“I didn’t realize one could be too happy.” He took a sip of brandy and smiled.

“You’ll get gout and have trouble walking.”

His smile faltered. “Will I?” He took another sip.

Sighing, Ada paced the room. Many people drank brandy, even more drank gin. And at every party or dinner she’d ever been to, there was always wine and champagne. Be that as it may, she’d simply never been around someone who seemed to always want his next potation.

Michael narrowed his eyes at her. “Last time you said I drank too much, I asked you a question to which I received no answer. I shall ask again, do you care?”

The devil take him! Why did it matter to the man if she cared?

Clearly, since he’d asked her twice, it did matter. Even more apparent to her was how much she, in fact, cared for him. All at once, she thought what an unpleasant void there would be in her life were Michael Alder not in it.

“I do,” she muttered, stopping her pacing and crossing her arms in front of her chest. She cared, but she didn’t have to like it.

He blinked and said nothing. Then he looked at the glass in his hand. Quick as a whip, he hurled it into the fireplace where it shattered, spraying the bricks and the coal with brandy, causing the flames to flare and jump.

Startled, she jumped, too.

“A bit drastic!” she admonished him, though inside a sense of relief washed over her. “If you intend to destroy every glass you have, may I suggest instead you simply don’t refill the brandy decanter.”

“I really wanted that drink,” he said at last, his tone a little exasperated, perhaps with regret over his impulsive action.

“There’s always your flask,” she pointed out, feeling as if she were challenging him.

He tilted his head. “There is, isn’t there?”

Then he sighed, a heavy-hearted sound, and reached into his coat pocket. Withdrawing the silver flagon, he stared at it.

She found herself holding her breath until he lifted his head, looked into her eyes, and then handed his flask to her.

“Why don’t you keep this for me? You can put lemonade in it if you like, to refresh yourself when you’re out walking or riding.”

She smiled at the notion of taking a beverage with her, but studied the silver object in her hand. It was about half full by its weight and engraved with the initials MGA.

“G?” she asked.

“George, after my father.”

She nodded and tried to tuck the flask into her own hidden pocket in the side seam of her skirt. It was heavier than the handkerchief or coins she usually kept there, and too wide. Feeling a little awkward under his watchful gaze, she went to her reticule and tucked the flask inside. As soon as she was home, she would put it away in a drawer.

Glancing at his sideboard, knowing what was inside, she said, “I’m not sure this really solves anything.”

“Were we looking for a solution to something?” he asked, taking a seat on the sofa.

It seemed very familiar of him to do so while she was still standing, even a little discourteous, but she took a seat beside him.

“What I mean to say is, I’m certain you have more brandy in your home. As well as wine and maybe other spirits. How will you manage to abstain, or cagg as they say, even for a short while?”

He merely shrugged, perhaps hating the thought of going without liquor.

“When I leave, will you ask your butler for another bottle to refill your decanter?”

Michael looked thoughtful. “It had occurred to me, of course. Are you asking me to stop drinking completely, or simply the brandy?”

“I didn’t ask you to do anything.”

He pursed his lips at her sidestepping.

Relenting, Ada added, “But if I were to want anything, it would be for you simply not to reach for your flask a dozen times when we are out, and not to have a glass of brandy as soon as you step indoors. Or, more precisely, a few glasses of brandy.”

“I see. I didn’t realize I was doing both of those things.”

All the more reason to stop, she thought.

“I don’t see any reason, though, why we can’t have a glass of wine with dinner, though. Or champagne at a party?”

He nodded. “That sounds reasonable.”

She glanced at the fireplace again. “I suppose your butler won’t be pleased with the shattered glass.”

“It is a bit out of character for me, but Lawrence won’t mind.”

His face looked boyish, tugging at her heart.

No, she thought. It was enough she cared for him, like a friend. She would not let her heart get further entangled.

“I should go home now.” Though at home, Harry had Nanny Finn, who was probably readying him for bed, and Dash, whom everyone loved, was most likely in the kitchen with Mary. Was there really anyone at home who needed her at that moment?

“I don’t think you should,” Michael said, and she stilled at his soft tone. “You’ve taken my brandy from me, and now you intend to deprive me of your company, too. That will make the evening intolerable. Besides, it’s still abysmally early. If we were going to a ball, we’d still be getting ready and have the whole night ahead of us.”

She crossed to the fire, seeing shards of glass, now blackened amongst the flames.

“Yet we are not going to a ball. So, what shall we do with ourselves?”

He shook his head. “I know you well enough by now to know you are not being coy. That is not a masked invitation for me to take you upstairs.”

True, though she could admit to herself she might accept if he did.

“What would we do,” he pondered, leaning back, crossing his arms, “if we were to simply stay indoors of an evening? Besides the obvious.”

Ada considered the options, finding it to be a pleasant exercise, thinking about companionship, specifically with Michael. Her parents kept company together nearly every night. Her mother loved knitting and needlepoint, as well as puzzles from the newspaper. Her father was often writing letters or reading. Sometimes, he even drew small ink drawings. They talked about whatever caught their fancy.

“My parents play cards,” she offered. “Écarté, such as you and I already played, as well as double dummy. Of course, there are so many amusements when there are more than only two.”

He looked curious. “I suppose if we invited over your best friend and her husband, we would all play cards and charades, and maybe a few forfeits.”

Ada considered a small dinner party with the Earl and Countess of Cambrey. If her beau were anyone other than Lord Vile.

“Do you have some friends?” she asked.

His laughter came out like a short bark. “Meaning you don’t think the Cambreys would want to spend an evening with me?” He shrugged. “I have a few friends, but I don’t know their wives at all. I suppose we would get to know them together. That is, if anyone deigned to enter the home of Lord Vile, even if I had a civilized, reputable wife such as you.”

How on earth had they got to talking about her as his wife?

“I like chess,” she said, firmly bringing their discussion back to games, “and if I’m too tired to think properly, then checkers.”

“And backgammon?”

“Yes, of course.” She’d played many hours with Grady.

“I have a set here somewhere. Shall we play?”

Nodding enthusiastically, she watched him get up and yank the bell pull before going to the cupboards at the other end of the room. He began to rummage through them.

When a maid came in, he asked her if she’d seen his backgammon set.

“No, my lord, but I’ll ask the others.”

In a few minutes, the board had been retrieved, and they sat in front of the fire with it open before them.

“I don’t suppose a glass of madeira is in order,” Michael remarked as Ada shook the dice in a little leather cup.

She shook her head. “You don’t want fuzzy thoughts when you’re playing against me. How about a good strong cup of milky tea?”

Feeling quite at home, she rang for tea and biscuits, and they proceeded to play well into the evening.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


Michael got up the next morning feeling one all-encompassing emotion, guilt! He’d insisted on escorting Ada home rather than sending her on her way with his driver. That was easy—it was the correct, upstanding, and gentlemanly thing to do. Moreover, he’d garnered another kiss or three in the carriage.

However, as soon as he’d walked through his own front door, tossing his hat to the side, he’d asked his butler for a glass of brandy. Taking it upstairs with him, he’d sipped it slowly while his valet helped him undress, and he’d enjoyed the remainder while sitting in front of his own fire, contemplating the success of the evening.

From Dolly’s Chop House to laughing hard as they both tried to solve the Weekly Dispatch’s puzzle to being equally matched at backgammon—there was nothing about the evening he would change. Nothing he wouldn’t want to repeat over and over.

Except the absence of his brandy.

At least, he hadn’t ordered the decanter to be refilled. Truthfully, he wouldn’t do that in case Ada saw it again.

Nevertheless, he was a grown man who liked brandy. Was there anything wrong with that? He wasn’t rolling on the cobbled streets like an admiral of the red with no sense of propriety. He wasn’t befuddled or listing sideways when he walked. It was only a glass or two of brandy. Or occasionally gin.

So why had he awakened with the overarching feeling of guilt as soon as his eyes lit upon the glass he’d left on the mantle in his room?

Dammit! He had let her down. She hadn’t specifically said not to drink, but she’d seemed so impressed when he’d said he wouldn’t. Wait, had he said he wouldn’t?

No, he was fairly certain he hadn’t. Problem solved, then.

Today, he would take a break from brandy since she had his flask. Hopefully, they would dine together again for he felt no lessening of desire to spend time with her, even without the pleasures of the flesh. Or the French liquor.

And when they did have dinner, they would have a glass of wine. He remembered her promising they could.

He might ask what she thought of him having a glass of brandy at his bedtime.

On second thought, he wouldn’t ask. He didn’t need to. That would be emasculating and, frankly, ridiculous. If he wanted brandy at bedtime, it was up to no one but himself. Even if they married—the thought came so easily and often to him now, always making him smile—she would either accept it or not. Or he could drink it in private if it caused her distress.

Satisfied he’d solved the issue, and tamping down his unnecessary guilt, he decided to go directly to Hatton Garden, the area of London with the best jewelers. Practically retracing their ride home of the prior evening, he wandered the shops in the shadow of St. Paul’s until he entered Mayer and Sons.

“I’m out of my element,” he said to the clerk, a middle-aged man with a looking glass contraption strapped to his head. “My lady is fair-haired and seems to favor pale purple frocks. Does that help one to choose a ring?”

The clerk’s nimble fingers bypassed the tray of emeralds and rubies, past the sapphires and pearls, until he reached a small selection of rings with rich purple stones.

“Perhaps something here, my lord.”

“I haven’t seen many women wearing these,” Michael pointed out.

“Correct, my lord. The amethyst is not as popular as a traditional emerald or sapphire but beginning to find favor.”

He liked that at once. For his Ada was unique, and any old stone wouldn’t do. Then Michael saw it, a gold setting with a large amethyst encircled by diamonds.

If he spent his entire newly built fortune on it, so be it. He could always earn more in the robust market of the day.

Slipping the black velvet box into his pocket, he signed the credit slip with a feeling of glee. To celebrate, he went to his club at noon and had brandy with Hemsby.
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When Mr. Randall announced Lord Alder’s arrival at seven o’clock, she realized she’d been waiting for him, trying and failing to read the evening newspaper as the appointed time for his arrival got closer. Moreover, her heart sped up at the sound of Michael’s footsteps in the foyer.

Glancing at Dash who seemed to give her a knowing look in return, she stood up, just as his familiar face came around the door, followed by the rest of him. Ada couldn’t deny a flood of gladness and had to restrain herself from rushing over to him.

“Mary has outdone herself,” she declared without preamble. “Just wait until you—she broke off as he drew something out of his pocket. It was a small parcel, wrapped in paper.

“What have you there?”

“Remember, I am courting you properly and respectably as if you were an innocent. I’ve brought a sweet treat, of course.”

He handed her the package, and she tore it open.

“Both Fry’s and Cadbury’s!” she exclaimed.

“Their chocolate is equally popular, it seems.”

“Are you trying to fatten me up, like a Christmas goose, or are these for Harry?”

Michael laughed, a familiar sound to her now, and she recalled the night before when she’d laughed so hard with him, she’d nearly cried.

“Your shape is already quite pleasing but were you to grow fatter, there would simply be more of you to love.”

They both stared at each other in silence as the word seemed to echo in the high-ceilinged room. The skin on the back of her neck prickled, but she took a deep breath. It was only an expression, after all.

“I’ll share with Harry in any case,” she said, setting them down on the side table. “He’ll suck on a bar from end to end without stopping. Sometimes Mary shaves one into warm milk for us both. Sometimes, she melts it with butter and cream, too. Come, sit down. Would you like anything?”

As soon as she asked, she wondered if he would request brandy. By the slight cock of his head and the questioning raise of an eyebrow, he was obviously thinking about her offer.

“I’ll have whatever you’re having,” he said at last, bending down to stroke Dash.

Well done, she thought.

“I was considering a glass of wine before dinner,” she confessed.

No harm in that, she thought. Not unless he wanted two glasses before, two during, and two after dinner, in which case, it would be the last time she suggested wine.

At that moment, her little boy appeared for a goodnight kiss and hug. Nanny Finn hovered in the doorway, as Harry climbed upon Ada’s lap.

With her arms wrapped around her son, she said, “Lord Alder has brought you another treat.”

“Chocolate?” asked the little boy, looking toward Michael.

“I’m afraid he’s going to be spoiled,” Ada pointed out, “expecting a sweet every time you visit.”

To her surprise, Michael crouched down and opened his arms. To her even bigger surprise, Harry kissed her cheek before pushing off her lap to go to him.

Scooping him up, Michael held him high overhead, with the boy laughing hard. Swinging him down and then up once more, Michael whistled a happy tune, causing Dash to bark excitedly. Then he swung Harry down again, before sitting next to Ada and letting the boy stretch across his lap.

“You are a big boy, aren’t you, Harry?” Michael asked.

“Yes,” her son declared, still grasping his jacket.

“Then I think you can handle my bringing you a sweet treat sometimes but not every time? Yes?”

“Yes,” her son said again.

Ada felt her laughter bubble up. “I think he would say anything to be agreeable at this point.”

“Maybe,” Michael agreed, snatching up the two bars from the side table, he asked Harry, “Which one?”

“Both!” he said with enthusiasm, and they all laughed again.

“One is for your beautiful mother,” Michael told him. “The other is for you.”

Tentatively, Harry reached out and took the Cadbury chocolate, then he kissed Michael’s cheek, scooted off his lap, and ran out of the room.

“Oh, dear,” Ada said. Then to Nanny Finn, she added, “Hopefully, you can get it away from him after only a bite or two.”

“We’ll see,” the woman said and hurried after her young charge.

Ada and Michael stayed seated closely, side by side, even when the maid came in with their wine.

“Oddly, I was just reading how well Fry’s did at a trade fair this year at Bingley Hall.” She gestured to the newspaper she’d discarded. “Have you heard of it?”

“No,” he said. “Tell me.”

“Built specially for exhibits, it’s up in Birmingham. Like our Crystal Palace, only far less ornate and intended to be permanent. Apparently, chocolate bars and sweets in general were crowd pleasers. Fry’s is run by the founder’s sons now. Can you imagine they went all the way from Bristol to Birmingham for this trade fair, and they’ve pledged over two hundred new types of sweets in the next decade? I can’t imagine what they’ll come up with.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “So, they will take control of the sweets market, do you think?”

She leaned toward him, enjoying finally discussing something of substance with him.

“Not necessarily. The Cadbury brothers also had a display and their factory is actually in Birmingham, thus they were the local favorite. Moreover, they’re opening either an office or a warehouse here in London, perhaps with a plan to gain a majority of the market.”

He blinked at her and sipped his wine.

“Why aren’t you saying anything?” she asked.

“Because I am too impressed for words.”

Michael’s praise caused her to feel warm from her head to her toes.

“How could a regular man,” he wondered, “make a profit on England’s love of chocolate?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” she retorted. “Buy shares in cocoa beans. You can find the name of a reputable importer by…”

Ada had started speaking before she’d even thought about her words. And then she trailed off and fell silent as Michael’s eyes widened.

“I mean, you might want to ask a broker of stocks,” she finished, then leaned back, leveled him a cheerful, hopefully somewhat vapid smile, and went back to sipping her wine.

“I’m starting to get the idea you have learned a little something from your father,” he suggested.

She shrugged, hoping it was entirely dismissive.

Now, how to change the topic without being too obvious?

“Speaking of my father, he took Grady to the Old Bailey to see if it sparks him. A friend of my father’s, one of the older judge’s clerks, gave my brother a complete tour, from the courtroom to the barrister’s changing room.”

“What did your brother think?” Michael asked, draping an arm along the back of the sofa, and playing with the tendrils of her hair.

She shivered. “Grady declared he wished to skip being a barrister and go straight to being a judge or even the Sheriff or Lord Mayor, because their accommodations were so nice. He especially liked the Lord Mayor’s dining room.”

Michael nodded. “Perchance he’ll be the Lord Mayor one day. And why not?”

“Why not, indeed,” she agreed.

At that moment, Mr. Randall came in to announce dinner, and Ada felt assured Michael had forgotten her sudden interest in stocks.

Two hours later, and another glass of wine each, not that she was counting, they were in the drawing room, considering cards or chess.

“Either one is fine,” Ada told him, “I always enjoy myself when I’m with you.”

The statement reverberated in her head, as she realized its truthfulness.

How could she have let the impossible happen? She had developed a tendre for Lord Vile.
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Ada’s words mirrored his own feelings.

“I feel the same way,” Michael admitted. “What’s more, I look forward to each time I get to see you and regret every moment I’m not in your company.”

He might as well get to the crux of the matter that had been on his mind all day.

While she went to the sideboard to retrieve a chessboard, he took a deep breath and dropped to one knee in the middle of her soft Persian rug. Then he waited for her to turn around.

She didn’t. She seemed to be arranging the pieces on the board before lifting it up.

Finally, when he was beginning to feel ridiculous, he cleared his throat.

Turning, she had the chessboard balanced between her hands, saw him in what he hoped was a gallant position, gasped, and promptly dropped it.

The crashing sound startled him into nearly standing, but he held his ground even as two pawns and a bishop skittered over toward him.

Speechless, she stood before him, little wooden chessmen all around her and the oak board cracked but not broken at her feet. He hoped it hadn’t been important to her.

“I apologize for startling you,” he began. “I should have begun with a pretty speech and then dropped down here after I had your full attention.”

He took her mild expression as encouraging. At least, she hadn’t fled the room.

“I suppose I have never done things quite conventionally, but now that I think of it, the first time we met, I was at your feet. Thus, here I am again.”

Her smile faltered and she frowned.

“When I picked up your packages,” he reminded her.

“Yes,” she nodded. “I remember.”

Her tone was too serious, too much like the Mrs. St. Ange of weeks past.

“In any case, I’m down here on this rug, which I can see is clumpy with dog fur, by the way. You might want to have a word with your maid.”

All at once, she giggled despite the seriousness of the situation, and he felt his heart lighten.

“Go on,” she urged, clenching the skirt of her gown with fisted hands.

“Yes, of course.” He realized his heart was beating at a fast pace. Moreover, he hadn’t prepared what he wanted to say at all. After he’d purchased the ring, he had thought himself ready.

“To put it plainly, I am on bended knee, among the tufts of Dash’s fur, to ask you for your hand and to find out if you’ll take my name.”

He paused, experiencing a measure of shame. “True, it is not the upstanding name it was when first bestowed upon me, but with your guidance, I shall endeavor to improve its reputation. Already, since being seen with you, less and less do I hear whisperings of Lord Vile when I walk into a room.”

She said nothing, but he could see she was thinking. Undoubtedly, she had many opposing thoughts going through her head at once. He hoped the favorable ones overcame the others.

Michael had envisioned touching her as he made his proposal. To do so now, he would either have to stand and then kneel again when he reached her, or work his way over to her on his knees across the chess pieces. Both options seemed ridiculous. Instead, he held out his hand.

If she came to him, perhaps that would be a good sign.

After a brief hesitation, which felt like eons while he waited, she crossed the vast distance of four feet and laid her hand in his. He covered it with his other one for a moment, closing his eyes.

Damn if he didn’t feel lucky and grateful already.

Then, when he looked at her again, he brought her hand to his lips.

Kissing first her knuckles, he then couldn’t help turning her soft, unblemished hand over and kissing her palm, seeing goosebumps erupt across her forearms.

That was a good sign, he thought.

She shivered, which made him look up at her again.

“If you become Lady Alder, you may still be given the cut direct, the cut indirect, and, I daresay, the cut infernal and the cut sublime, as well. I hope all that nonsense stops eventually, but I cannot promise you some won’t always enjoy a cup of scandal-water and whisper about Lady Vile.”

“Indeed,” she muttered, and he couldn’t help grinning.

In the next instant, though, he had to tell her the words that had been running through his heart and head for days.

With a voice thick with emotion, he told her, “I love you.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Those were the very words Ada had been waiting to hear for a long time. However, they didn’t evoke the response she’d planned and rehearsed. This was the moment when she was supposed to laugh at him, ask precisely how much he loved her, and then tell him she despised him in equal measure.

Instead, she tugged on his arm until he stood in front of her.

“Michael Alder, it’s true you’ve made a bit of a mess of your life for a few years, but you seem mostly respectable at present.”

She was truly surprised at the answer she wanted to give, but she gave it anyway. “Yes, I agree to an engagement.”

He looked surprised, too. “I honestly wasn’t sure you would.” Then he rubbed his hand around the back of his neck as if stretching it.

“I noticed you didn’t say you will become my wife, but you are an honorable person. I assume if you agree to an engagement, you’ll follow through to the wedding.”

That was a valid assumption, and one anyone might make. Nevertheless, she simply couldn’t promise. Ada found she couldn’t speak the words agreeing to become his wife. Some part of her still held onto the tattered remnants of her vengeful plot. She’d lived with it for too long to release it immediately.

Yet, over the course of their engagement, she hoped to let go of the last of her anger. Moreover, if they were to marry, she supposed she would have to tell him everything. For, at that moment, he assumed they’d met for the first time here on Belgrave Square.

She thought about how to respond to the words of love he’d given her. She knew what she felt in her heart—believed it to be love—but it was not pure and full. It was imperfect and dulled by years of resentment.

What could she say?

“I feel very strongly for you, too. I believe it is love.”

His expression, a little tense with apparent apprehension, softened. He raised his hands to hold her face still, and then he kissed her, ending by nibbling on her lower lip.

“Oh, I really like that,” she confessed.

He laughed softly, then he stiffened.

“What an imbecile! A dunce! A dullard!”

“Whatever is the matter?” Ada asked, as he released her and dug in his pocket. “More chocolate?”

“Hardly,” he exclaimed. “I was going to present this to you while I was down on my knees, but I got all muddled. I guess I’m a little nervous.”

Michael started to sink down again to his knees, but she stopped him.

“I think we can stay standing. We can even sit on the sofa, if you like.”

He waited while she sat and then he took a seat beside her. Grabbing her hand, he placed a black velvet box upon her palm.

“Open it,” he urged.

This was not anything she’d imagined happening to her when she planned her move back to London. Not after only a few months of being here, and absolutely not with Lord Vile. The entire situation was dreamlike.

Still, she opened the lid and gasped at the beautiful ring nestled there.

“Do you like it?” he asked eagerly. “I have never chosen jewelry for anyone before. It was rather enjoyable.”

She thought it prettier than any ring she’d ever seen. It seemed he knew her tastes as well as she did.

“Beyond liking it,” she told him. “It suits me perfectly. I wouldn’t have chosen anything else. Thank you.”

“The jeweler may have to adjust the fit. Shall we try it?”

Nodding, Ada let him slip it onto her left hand. It was a little large.

“Why don’t you wear it on another finger, if it fits. At least for now. And then we’ll go together tomorrow. I believe they have a way to determine your size.”

“Yes,” she said, still looking at the rich purple depths of the largest stone. “Maybe they use a tape measure, like a tailor would, except tinier.”

She let him slide the ring on and off each of her fingers until it rested snugly on her pointer finger. When she looked up, their gazes locked.

“You seem rather shocked,” he said, “as if you had no idea I would ask.”

She couldn’t tell him her astonishment was entirely directed at herself. She had actually agreed to become Lord Vile’s fiancée. Had she lost her reason entirely?

“Should I speak with your father?” he asked. “The only reason I didn’t go to him first was your prior marriage. I believe at this stage of your life, you are permitted to decide for yourself to whom you shall marry.”

“True.” And thank God he hadn’t gone to her father. Baron Ellis would have investigated all he could about Viscount Alder and discovered him to be Lord Vile. Even if her parents didn’t connect Michael’s despicable reputation to what had happened to their daughter in the garden, still, they would have warned her off of him. Two rogues in her life would have been two too many.

“We’ll talk to my parents together sometime soon,” she said.

“As you wish,” he agreed. “I will wait to tell mine until then, though if I encounter Camille in the meantime, she will suss it out of me.”

Ada smiled. She might gain a sister. As well as a brother and new parents and become a viscountess.

Gracious! Why couldn’t she catch her breath? Suddenly, this notion of marriage seemed overwhelmingly real. Reminding herself she had agreed only to an engagement, she calmed.

From then on, Michael came over to dine nearly every day. Moreover, ignoring any disapproving glances, they went everywhere together, often with Harry and Nanny Finn.

Over the next few weeks, they went to the Adelaide Gallery and had their likenesses taken as photographic portraits for a guinea each. They went to the British Institution at Pall Mall to see artists, both dead and living. They went to the Coliseum, or the Cyclorama, as Ada had always called it, to see the plants and flowers, as well as Hornor’s sketches of the panorama of London displayed under the domed rotunda.

Michael was easygoing and a delightful companion. Thoughtfully, he carried Harry upon his shoulders when the boy got tired. He insisted Ada write a list of places she wanted to go for there were so many, they might forget. Through it all, they ignored when anyone looked askance at them, usually exchanging a mutual glance.

What could he do, after all, except continue to be a normal man?

If people expected he would suddenly lunge at a woman or pull out a gin bottle in the middle of the Museum of Practical Geology, what could either of them do to alter such expectations?

Though he professed to not being much of a dancer, when she bought tickets to a ball at the Lowther Rooms, Michael agreed with a half-hearted shrug. Finally, on King William Street, Ada got to dance in the arms of her viscount. She felt as if she were back at her first Season.

Closing her eyes, she let him lead her, trusting entirely he wouldn’t allow her to crash into another pair of dancers. The experience almost erased that terrible night. Almost.

“I don’t know why you don’t like to dance. You are a fine partner,” she told him.

Shrugging, he said, “Truthfully, I never saw the point in it. Even before I earned a reputation which made me an object of derision, I didn’t like people looking at me, waiting for me to make a misstep. Worse, during a Season, I had to hold women in whom I had positively no interest. Insipid girls, giggling ones, clutching and grasping ones, ones who stood on my feet. All hoping to dance their way into a marriage proposal, I suppose.”

He put his mouth close to her ear. “Tonight, dancing only with you, wanting you desperately to be naked in my arms, it is a heady experience. Dancing has become an exciting prelude to what we can do with each other. Either tonight,” he paused to gauge her reaction, “or after the wedding vows.”

Ada knew her cheeks were scarlet. Each dance after that seemed more like lovemaking, especially with his glittering gaze firmly upon her and his wicked smile sending shivers down her spine.

Unfortunately, by the time they left, she’d realized a ball with many of the ton present was where Michael received the most rebuking looks, as well as insults either muttered under someone’s breath or hurled aloud.

Compared to how happy she was with him, however, it was a minor irritation, and she did her best to send a quelling glare to whomever was speaking ill of her fiancé.

Moreover, to her delight, Michael seemed to have stopped drinking. She realized some of the times when he’d been silly or giddy, he had been a little soused. Now, without the constant access to a flask in his pocket, he had a smarter humor, and they maintained the restraint of merely a glass of wine with dinner. He didn’t seem to mind, either.
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A week later, instead of an obscure dance on the outskirts, they had tickets to a ball at Stafford House next to St. James Palace, hosted by Queen Victoria’s special friend, the Duchess of Sutherland. Sometimes there was only one or two balls a year at Stafford House, and they were always spectacular in every respect.

Ada was thrilled to go without the worry of a dance card or unwanted partners. And Michael, who had never been there before, was actually looking forward to it. Three years earlier, Maggie and John had become engaged in the grand ballroom in front of the duchess, most of the upper echelons of English nobility, and the queen herself.

Ada had been in attendance the night of Maggie’s triumph, watching along with everyone else as the Earl of Cambrey publicly declared his love. She could not have imagined then how her own romantic illusions would be destroyed a mere month later.

Passing through the entrance of the buttery-colored stone building, they turned in their cloaks, and Ada changed into her dancing slippers. Then they ascended the magnificent, bifurcated staircase. Some of the attendees chose the left stairs, but she and Michael, who looked so handsome she thought he could have no equal there that night, took the right.

The Earl and Countess of Cambrey would be there tonight, as they had returned to the venue each year since their engagement, and Ada hoped to run into them. It wasn’t as crowded as the last time Ada had attended, when she and Maggie hadn’t been able to find each other for hours.

Upstairs in the massive chamber housing the ball, the excitement was practically palpable. Music already floated through the room, as did a veritable army of servants. Instead of only the usual champagne and lemonade, though, some waiters carried trays of liquor. Ada knew this when an excited older lady, called out to one, “Come back with that Dutch Courage,” as some called the aromatic gin.

Very unusual, Ada thought, not only because of the cost, but also the unspoken agreement that these large gatherings were made for dancing and socializing and most definitely not for becoming rowdy and drunk. If this many people started to become unruly, it could be a disaster. Moreover, they would spill out into the streets of London, causing mayhem in their carriages.

Ada took the glass of champagne Michael handed her.

“They’re serving Plymouth gin with lime juice in honor of the Royal Navy,” he informed her. “I just learned that from Lord Dunford. Maybe one of the duchess’s sons has joined up.”

A slight apprehension skittered along Ada’s spine, but Michael was holding merely champagne in his hand.

In a few minutes, they were enjoying their first dance, and then another. After a third, she excused herself to the ladies’ retiring room, only to finally encounter Maggie.

Squealing their excitement, they ran into each other’s arms, drawing attention, though no one would scold the Countess of Cambrey for unseemly behavior.

The other ladies might very well reprimand the fiancée of Lord Vile, Ada thought, if her friend weren’t beside her and if anyone knew of her engaged state.

“I can’t believe I’ve found you,” Maggie declared. Despite starting to show her state of pregnancy, her gown was the height of fashion, and she was beaming with happiness.

“I love this place,” she confessed. “Well, I don’t mean in here, exactly,” Maggie added, gesturing around her where other ladies were smoothing their hair or adjusting their gowns. “I mean Stafford House, of course. Though I can’t believe I shall ever find John again tonight.”

Ada felt equally joyful. “I hope you’ve designated a place to meet.”

“Yes, and you?” Maggie looked questioning. “You are here with your fiancé?”

“Of course.” Ada said. She’d told her best friend, and no one else. After all, they’d shared everything over the years.

She only wished her friend’s countenance didn’t dim at the mere mention of Michael, or her tone sometimes become disapproving.

“Be happy for me,” Ada exclaimed all at once.

Maggie lowered herself onto one of the tufted seats before a looking glass, careful not to wrinkle her dress.

“I am happy for you. In fact, it’s time we got the men together. John will come around when he sees Lord Vi—I mean Lord Alder behaving like a gentleman toward you.”

Occupying the empty divan beside her, Ada spoke to her friend’s reflection.

“He does behave very well. What’s more, he’s suits me in all manner and aspects. You know that feeling, don’t you?” she asked Maggie, who was patting her hair as she gazed at herself.

Her friend nodded. “I know it well.”

“And you can’t imagine any other man knowing you so well or being quite so funny or charming or so dash-fire handsome?” Ada continued.

Their eyes met in the mirror.

“You really love him, I take it.”

Ada nodded. “Yes.”

“Then let’s go find John and we’ll go together to where you are to meet up with Lord Alder. By the end of tonight, perhaps they will be if not fast and firm friends, then at least amiable acquaintances.”

Linking arms, they left the room and strolled the perimeter of the throng until they came upon Lord Angsley, Earl of Cambrey at the designated spot.

“I thought I might never see my beautiful wife again,” John quipped. “But now I know what took her so long. And she’s doubled the beauty by bringing you.” He bowed to Ada. “How are you? Would you like some champagne?”

“I’m well,” she said, “and no to more champagne. Thank you.”

“Maybe gin, then?” John asked, holding up his own glass.

She laughed. “Have you ever heard of such a thing before?”

“No,” he agreed, “at least not at a party of this scale. Must be costing the duke and duchess a pretty penny.”

Taking her husband’s glass from him and setting it down, Maggie offered him a dazzling smile. “We were thinking of going to find Ada’s fiancé.”

Ada was certain her friend’s voice thickened on the last word, as if it might stick in her throat. Would anyone ever accept Michael as a reformed rake?

John grimaced. “If he is lost, may I suggest we leave him that way?”

Ada rolled her eyes. “Obviously, you admire your own sense of humor. However, I ask only that you give him a chance. You know me. I wouldn’t have become engaged to the man if I didn’t think he had a core of decency.”

“And then there’s her gorgeous ring,” Maggie chimed in, snatching up Ada’s hand and holding it in front of her husband’s nose. Plainly visible through the pastel-colored, silk net glove was Ada’s engagement ring, now perfectly sized to her finger.

He peered at it. “There’s no question Alder has taste. I mean, he chose to set his sights on Ada Kate, didn’t he? Very well. Let’s go find him. I assume you have some idea where he will be.”

“We thought it would be far easier to find one another downstairs, near the back terrace.”

The three of them traversed the picture gallery, went down the stairs, crossed the inner courtyard to reach the back of Stafford House.

“I’ve seen so much parquet, marble, and gilt, my head is spinning,” Maggie said.

“Truly, those arched windows in the ceiling of the picture gallery are brilliant,” Ada added. “It must be full of light all day.”

“Personally, I’m particularly partial to the dark cozy alcoves along the second-floor gallery,” John said, and Ada noticed he shared a private look with Maggie. Apparently, more had gone on at Stafford House than the exciting proposal in the great hall.

“Why don’t you two stay here, and I’ll bring him over.”

She felt as though she would be taming a wild tiger and luring him into the civilized world of the Cambreys. Michael would be hesitant at best. Moreover, he wouldn’t want to be surprised by all three of them seeking him out.

Of that, she was certain.

Ada would warn him first, and then they would all go back upstairs and enjoy the dancing.

Leaving Maggie and John in each other’s arms, swaying to music only they could hear, Ada searched the back entrance and then pushed open one of the many doors leading to the back of the house.

Stepping onto the veranda, scanning the length of it, she gasped. There was Michael, her Michael, wrapped around a woman whose back was toward her. As Ada watched, he leaned in closer—was he nuzzling her neck?—and then he gestured out into the garden.

The floor beneath Ada seemed to shift, and she found it difficult to take a deep breath. Immediately taking a step backward to remain hidden in the shadows of the portico, she could only imagine how awful it would be if he were to glance up, see her, and stutter out a ridiculous explanation.

Who was this woman in her fiancé’s arms?

Her brain tried to make sense of it, first thinking this was simply his sister. But she was definitely not Camille. Then she decided it was not Michael but a doppelganger. However, watching for a moment and hearing him laugh at something the woman said, she knew without a doubt it was him.

A sharp pang of jealousy lanced her. It was an extremely unpleasant, painful sensation. Moreover, it made her angry as a wet cat. She was Ada Kathryn Ellis, who’d made her way in the world quite well, better even than most men of her class. If Michael Alder wanted to hang upon some young miss at a ball or kiss her on the veranda, she wasn’t going to let it affect her.

The woman was nothing to her, nor was he, for that matter. He didn’t mean a damn thing!

How had she forgotten how vile he was?

Even then, he was probably scheming to get the girl alone in the garden.

She was done with this charade of an engagement. It was time to end it.

Turning, she headed back inside. Head down, thoughts whirling, she momentarily forgot about her friends until Maggie called out to her as she nearly passed them by.

“Did you find him?”

Hesitating only an instant, unable to look at them, Ada shook her head.

“No,” she replied because it was the easiest thing to say. “I have to leave. I’ll talk to you anon.”

Hurrying now, she heard Maggie call out to her and then John did the same, but she had started to run. She needed to be alone.

In a short time, Ada was in a hired Hansom cab and nearly home. A bowl of Mary’s excellent rice pudding with sultanas and nutmeg as well as a cuddle with Dash would put her to rights.

She was correct on both counts. Sitting in her library, an empty pudding dish beside her and Dash lying across her feet, Ada thought about the last few months of her life. She’d lost nothing by her association with Lord Vile. Thankfully, with the little wisdom she hadn’t forsaken while foolishly growing fond of him, she had at least not let him bed her. At least not entirely.

No! She needn’t feel humiliated. Moreover, she would never tell him she was the girl from the gazebo. How smug he would be if he learned she’d let herself get caught up by his charm again after how he’d treated her. But she would never tell.

As Ada turned up the lamp and opened the newspaper, Lucy knocked on the door and entered with unwelcome news.

“Lord Alder is in the foyer, missus.”

“Tell him I have retired.”

“Yes, missus.”

Lucy went away, leaving Ada curious as to his purpose. He’d been ready to pounce upon the woman he was with, already at the stage of nuzzling her neck. Unless he’d acted very quickly indeed, he should still be with her with his hands under her skirts.

How she wished she hadn’t given Mr. Randall the night off when she thought she’d be out until all hours.

Biting her bottom lip, knowing he was yards away on her doorstep, she tried to think of something else. Like the stock exchange. Or cutting Dash’s toenails.

Loud footfalls in the hallway, stopping outside the library door, caused her to stand, while Dash jumped to his furry feet. Unless Lucy was now wearing Hessians, it could only be—

The sharp rap on the door made her startle. Before she could respond, Ada heard him.

“I wish to speak with you. I will not be turned away.”

Impossible! How could he breach the sanctity of her home uninvited? Beyond discourteous, it was nearly criminal!

Even worse, before she had time to reply, he opened the door.

“How dare you!” she exclaimed, and her tone caused Dash to begin to bark.

Michael’s eyes narrowed, taking in her appearance.

“How dare I? Are you ill? Do you have a headache?”

“No,” she bit out, and to Dash, she said softly, “hush.”

“Then I am utterly perplexed,” Michael continued. “Why did you leave the ball and without a word to me? I was worried out of my mind.”

Michael bent down to pat Dash on the head. To her, he seemed amazingly nonchalant, as if less than an hour earlier, he hadn’t had those same hands on an unwitting female.

Ada raised her chin. “I don’t have to explain myself to you, Lord Vile.”

He jerked his head back as if struck and rose to his feet.

“What has gotten into you?”

“Some common sense,” she all but hissed. “We are finished.”

Again, he looked stricken and confused.

“Ada, what are you saying? I love you, and you love me.”

In her mind, she saw him once more with his arms around the stranger. Had they taken the few steps into the garden? Had he kissed that woman the same way he kissed her?

“Ha! Don’t be ridiculous,” she spat. “Who could love you? Your parents did Jenny a favor.”

She was gratified to see his stunned expression. At last, he was paying the price for what he’d done to her.

“Love you?” she repeated. “I tolerated you and let myself be seen with you, despite the awful stain to my reputation, only to determine if you had a heart worth shattering. Tonight, I have my answer.”

He said nothing, standing stark still in the middle of her library rug, jaw clenched, staring at her.

She considered how swiftly he’d changed while she had been away, talking with Maggie, merely half an hour at most. What had spurred Michael to become Lord Vile again, going after whatever skirt came too close?

Approaching him, she leaned her face close to his and sniffed.

“Gin!” she proclaimed, easily able to detect the nearly perfume-like scent of the juniper liquor, plus she could smell the fresh aroma of lime.

He blanched. “Yes, I had a glass of blasted gin. And what of it? I am entirely sober, I assure you. I had no idea a drink of liquor would unleash this tirade against me, or cause the loss of your affections. I don’t believe you could have loved me if such is the case. I promise you my love for you is stronger than a single mistake.”

If only it were as simple as a single drink of gin. In fact, if Michael were inebriated, at least he could use it as an excuse, but he was right. He seemed quite sober.

“As for your loving me,” Ada said, looking him right in his glorious amber-flecked eyes, “I don’t think you know how to love. But I’m certainly glad to know you feel something for me. If breaking our engagement hurts you even a little, that only makes it all the sweeter.”

Saying such hateful words made her own heart ache, and she desperately wanted to be alone.

Watching his now beloved face was painful to her, especially when his countenance went from one of confusion to hurt. If she didn’t know what a beastly cad he was, she would be in tears.

“I want you to leave now and never come back. My door will not be opened to you again.” She pulled the ring off her hand and held it out to him.

His gaze went from her to the ring, which he didn’t take. Instead, he looked away, at the bookcase, at Dash, at the rug, as if it were too difficult to look directly at her.

Turning away, he started to leave without another word, and a flash of fury ignited in her chest. If he had loved her at all, he would have fought to save what they had.

In two steps, she went to her writing desk, snatching his flask out of the top drawer.

Following him out of the room, Dash circling her feet, she called to him when he reached the front door, “Michael.”

He turned back. “Yes?” His voice was barely above a whisper.

“I think you’ll be wanting this.” And she hurled the flask at him, feeling a small measure of satisfaction when it thumped against his chest. He caught it before it fell.

“In fact, make sure you have a large glass of brandy wherever you’re going. Or better yet, an entire bottle.”

With that, she went back into the library and slammed the door.

Unfortunately, she’d spent all her anger, and the next emotion flooding her senses was even less pleasant.

Placing the ring on the round oak table in the midst of her papers, she felt the heavy mantle of sorrow descend upon her. When her tears began, she feared they would never stop.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Everything seemed topsy-turvy. What had happened to his rational, sensible fiancée? Tonight, they were supposed to show London’s highest echelon they were a couple. In some ways, he had hoped—with Ada Kathryn at his side—their appearance at the premiere event in London would redeem him in the eyes of the ton, and finally, they would cease with the nasty moniker.

Instead, Ada had been spiteful and shrewish. What’s more, she’d said she had never loved him.

She had even seemed to believe him roaring ran-tan—on a single glass of lime juice-polluted gin! Absurd! On second thought, perhaps he’d had two glasses at Stafford House, but she had disappeared at the ball and never come back. While he’d waited, he’d accepted what the servants had offered.

Hunching over the bar, he took another sip from the glass in front of him. More gin, and it was positively delicious. Definitely better for not having tart citrus in it.

Why had she pretended to like him? Even to love him? What nonsense had she spouted about shattering his heart if he had one?

He was rather unhappy to learn he had rather a large heart, and at that moment, it hurt like hell. Or it had until the gin eased his pain.

How could a woman who in the beginning had been so cool and calm, who’d then warmed up to being his ideal wife, now become a raging scold?

He couldn’t imagine what had caused her to be in such high dander.

And would he truly never see Harry again? He’d come to enjoy his time with the boy. Yes, dammit, to love him even as he did the boy’s mother.

“Well, this is a nasty turn of events!” he muttered aloud.

Then he felt a hand on his shoulder and turned.

Ah, one of the establishment’s jaded whores whom he’d tupped in the past after a long night of drinking. Or, at least, it might have been her. It had been a couple years since he’d been to this Drury Lane tavern.

Then she smiled, displaying the familiar hole where her tooth was missing, and cocked her head toward the stairs.

After Jenny, he used to think all women were the same, especially when on their backs, so what did it matter? He’d spent too many nights in this pub and others like it.

Then one evening, he’d met a goddess in a gazebo, a lady scented with the most beautiful fragrance, with a golden halo of hair and translucent pale skin. After her, he’d left the bawds behind for the well-bathed Cyprians and the aristocratic widows. Until Ada Kathryn.

“Come on, luv,” the saucy strumpet beckoned. “I ’aven’t got all night.”

She probably did, in fact, have all night if he had enough coins on him. But he couldn’t summon an ounce of desire for her.

“Not tonight,” he said, reaching into his pocket and drawing out a shilling.

With a shrug, she took the money and disappeared without a thank you.

What was he doing there anyway?

Moreover, what was he going to do next?

First, he was going to get out of this hell hole that smelled like piss and looked worse than it smelled. He was going home, glad his driver was somewhere close, for he wasn’t sure he could quite remember where home was.

In the morning, he would try to recall what Ada had said and think if there was a way to win her back. For the life of him, he couldn’t imagine a tomorrow without her.
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It had been two days since the Sutherland’s ball. London was still abuzz with the success of it, and the papers were filled with gossip.

Lord V had been seen, purportedly with a respectable widow, who the writer was sure wouldn’t be respectable for long if Lord V had his way. Witnesses had declared she’d left alone, as had he. No doubt they’d met up afterward, surmised Lady D and Lady M.

Rolling her eyes at the ridiculous statements, Ada could not ignore the irony of being part of the rumors surrounding Lord Vile only after she’d broken free of him.

And apparently no one had noticed him on the terrace with another unfortunate female, or it would surely have been mentioned.

At least, she needn’t worry about being the widow linked to him ever again.

And then Mr. Brunnel was shown into her parlor. She didn’t have the heart to meet him in the library, where she hadn’t done more than put the ring in a drawer of her desk before vacating the room. She could still feel her anger and sadness well up when she passed the door. Moreover, all too easily she could recall the look of bewilderment on Michael’s treacherous face.

The devil take him! If he hadn’t already.

“Tallow,” she told Brunnel, barely seeing him, her voice sounding as hollow as she felt.

“Yes, missus. I’ll tell Lord Alder we’re selling all the other stocks and buying tallow.”

She nodded and excused herself from the room.

Her next visitor, for tea the following afternoon, was Maggie, with whom Ada didn’t wish to discuss her strange behavior at Stafford House, but had it dragged out of her nonetheless.

“I knew it,” Maggie said predictably upon hearing her tale.

And then Ada firmly and quickly changed the subject, unable to bear either her friend’s censure or her sympathy.

Each day for the following week, she expected Michael to return and beg forgiveness, and also each day, she dreaded he might. Missing everything about him—his smile, his laugh, his thoughts, and especially his kiss—she could imagine forgiving him if he asked.

Was love a terrible weakness then? It seemed so.

“From Lady Cambrey,” Mr. Randall said, bringing her a note.

Dearest Ada,

Dinner at our home tomorrow at six o’clock. Please don’t say no and do bring Harry.

Love, Maggie

Ada sighed. Maggie was not going to let her waste away on Belgrave Square. Straightening her spine, she realized she didn’t intend to, either. The next night, in a suitably reserved dark blue gown matching her mood, with Harry and Nanny Finn in tow, Ada alighted from her carriage at the Cambrey’s townhouse. Unfortunately, to get to Cavendish Square, they’d had to cross Brook Street, not far from Michael’s home. It had stung enough to make her annoyed at Maggie for summoning her to dinner.

Ignoring the bounds of propriety, Harry ran on ahead into the open door of the parlor whilst Ada and Nanny Finn gave up their coats to the Cambrey’s butler.

“Chocolate,” Harry cried out excitedly, then there was a familiar laugh. Ada’s heart seemed to skip a beat.

The thread of utter disbelief quickly wove through her mind. It simply couldn’t be.

Feeling lightheaded with trepidation, knowing she must be imagining things—after all, this was Maggie and John, who disliked Lord Vile intensely—Ada approached the doorway.

Then she heard his warm voice as he spoke to Harry.

“Not until after your meal, yes?”

“Yes!” Harry was agreeing, as she entered the room. She saw two things at once—her son was in his father’s arms, and Harry was already tearing open the chocolate bar.

Then her gaze took in Maggie, seated, her fingers entwined, her hands in her lap. When their glances met, her best friend’s cheeks pinkened, obviously with guilt. John, looking more than a little discomfited, stood by the fireplace. Their own little Rosie was not in evidence.

Finally, after she’d looked everywhere except directly at him, when Harry called out to her, she had to look in Michael’s direction again.

“Mama, mama. See the chocolate!” Harry’s voice was full of sheer delight.

Her eyes met Michael’s, which were soft and beseeching.

However, it was to Harry she spoke. “I see, dear one, but you heard Lord Alder. You can’t have any chocolate until after your supper.” Reaching out, wishing she didn’t have to get so close to Michael, she held her hand out to Harry.

Reluctantly, he turned over the bar to her, which she gave to Nanny Finn, who stood behind her.

“See, Nanny will keep it for you while you eat with Rosie.”

To Michael, she said, “Set him down, please.”

When he did, she reached for Harry’s hand and gave it a little squeeze before bending low to kiss his cheek.

“Go with Nanny now and see your friend.”

Nanny Finn nodded to her and took Harry away to find Maggie’s daughter in the nursery.

Waiting until the door had shut behind them, Ada took a deep breath and turned back to face three pairs of eyes on her.

“What have we here?” she asked, surprised at how steady her voice sounded. “It seems to be a conspiracy. Frankly,” she addressed Maggie, “you’re lucky I didn’t turn around and walk out.”

Maggie winced, but it was Michael who answered, “Please, Ada, don’t blame them. I asked them to bring you here.”

Sighing, wishing she could calm the fast tattoo of her heartbeat, she tried to pretend to a nonchalance she didn’t feel.

“That I can believe,” Ada said. “Though why they would acquiesce is a mystery.”

“I heard him out,” John spoke at last, claiming her attention. “Alder seems to be, dare I say, sincere. And as you know, for me to give him the time of day was not easy.”

“Sincere?” Ada repeated. “In what regard?”

“Please,” Michael said, approaching her, “I don’t need Lord Cambrey to speak for me. Only look at me and let me speak to you.”

“Why are you doing this? And why here? Do you wish to humiliate me?”

“No, of course not. But I must speak with you, nonetheless. I’m doing it here, because you told me I would not be admitted to your home again. And a letter at this stage seemed absurd.”

If she could have put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes without looking like a character in a farce, she would have.

Instead, Ada nodded. “If we are to do this in front of my best friends, then I am going to sit down.” She took a seat next to Maggie, who patted her shoulder.

“What’s more, I’m going to have a glass of wine.”

John moved toward the sideboard and poured her a glass of madeira. Taking it, realizing her hand was shaking, she sipped, closed her eyes, breathed deeply, then looked at Michael again.

She noted to herself he wasn’t drinking anything. But how long would that last?

“Shall we leave?” John asked her, looking hopeful he would be spared whatever emotional scene might follow.

“No,” Michael declared, sharply, and all eyes turned to him. “I do not intend to embarrass the lady, and to speak frankly in front of her friends seems perfectly fitting since every other part of my life has been played out on the public stage of the gossip columns these past years. Moreover, she is less likely to throw something at me.”

His attempt at humor fell flat, and Ada closed her eyes. She was not a creature given to violence, and even throwing his flask at him had felt abnormally vicious. She didn’t want her friends to think she was the type of person who habitually lowered herself to such actions.

“Maggie once threw a—”

“John!” her friend shushed her husband.

This was getting out of hand.

“Lord Alder,” Ada began, “why don’t you say what you wish to say before this evening descends into a travesty.”

“All right, I will. After the other night, I was puzzled to say the least. One minute, we were having an enjoyable time and the next, you vanished only to later say strange and terrible things I cannot believe you meant.”

Should she tell him now she most assuredly meant them?

Before she could say anything, he crossed the distance between them and sat beside her, so she was caught between her best friend and the man with whom she’d foolishly fallen in love.

“Not that I am in any position to inform you of your feelings, of course, nor would I presume to do so,” Michael added. “And perhaps in that instant of dudgeon in your library, you meant every word, but I don’t understand what could have caused your wrath.”

Inwardly, Ada groaned. Was he really going to make her say it?

Since he had fallen silent and neither John nor Maggie looked as if they were going to speak, she took in a deep breath.

“Very well,” she said, looking straight ahead of her, feeling awkward at having him close beside her. “When I returned from meeting Maggie in the ladies retiring room and stopping by to see John, I went onto the terrace to find you. I saw you… I saw…”

“What?” all three of them asked.

She glanced from John to Maggie, and finally turned slightly on the cushion to face Michael.

“I saw you with your arms around another woman. You might even have been nuzzling her neck.” Maggie gasped behind her.

“Nuzzling her neck?” Michael sounded so confounded, she suddenly wondered if she’d seen anything at all. But, sadly, she knew she had.

“I let you arrange this meeting, tricking Ada,” John said, his voice menacingly low, his sharp gaze focused on Michael, “because you convinced me you love her. You made no mention of another woman or her neck.”

Michael groaned. “I didn’t know you even came outside,” he said to Ada. “I never saw you.”

“Because you had too much gin,” she surmised. “You were stewed.” Maybe being drunk was a valid excuse for his being with another woman. Perhaps he’d been confused and thought—

“No,” he shook his head, interrupting her thoughts. “I’m not proud to say it, but I’m an old hand at drinking, and I know how much I drank at Stafford House. I wasn’t foxed. I didn’t see you because you didn’t show yourself. Is that possible?”

“True,” she confessed. “I didn’t make my presence known because you were—”

“Nuzzling someone’s neck. Yes, so you said, but I refute it.”

“Was there another woman with you?” Maggie asked.

All at once, Michael’s expression cleared and his face broke out into a smile that made her stomach twinge.

“I stood out there for a long time, maybe three quarters of an hour, and for all that time, I was alone, except for about two minutes when a woman came outside, rather young, too, reminded me of—” he broke off and looked at the floor, then back at her.

“Never mind that, in any case, she mentioned going farther into the garden, and if I may say so with confidence, unlike me, she was stewed, as you said.”

Resting his elbows on his knees, he looked reflective, dragging up the memory.

“She needed her mother, if you ask me, or at least a trustworthy companion. Anyway, she practically fell on me, I steadied her, told her not to go beyond the light of the terrace and walked away. Because, you see, if I stood there too long, someone was bound to come upon us, and being seen with me would have ruined her reputation entirely, though I don’t even know her name.”

Ada listened. It could have been exactly as he said. She hadn’t watched for more than a few moments before fleeing the scene.

Michael straightened and took her hands in his, and Ada glanced over her shoulder to see Maggie watching intently. Then she looked back into his amber gaze.

“I have absolutely no interest in any other woman. I love you.”

Ada swallowed the emotion welling up. God help her if he was lying, but she believed him. It was as simple as that. Even though she’d said terrible things to him in her library, still, here Michael was, in front of her friends, including the formidable Earl of Cambrey, declaring himself.

At last, she nodded. “I believe you. I am sorry I mistook what I saw.”

Standing, he drew her to her feet.

“Sadly, it’s understandable given my behavior of years past. The question is, do you think you will ever be able to trust me? I can vow my devotion to you—indeed, I have already done so—but will you be able to accept it, or will you always wonder whether I am up to no good?”

Before she could answer, he brushed a tendril from her forehead. “It may be unmanly for me to confess, but it is downright frightening.”

“What is?” she asked, wishing for nothing more than for him to kiss her.

He glanced at her lips as if he knew her thoughts. “It’s frightening how with a change of heart, you will be able to destroy me.”

Oh gracious, Ada thought as he voiced the very plan she’d come to London to enact.

“I do think we should have left them alone,” John muttered.

“Do be quiet,” Maggie said softly.

Ada ignored them.

“Since coming into my life, Michael, you have given me no cause to doubt you. I am sorry for jumping to conclusions, and I will try my best not to do so in the future.”

“I believe that’s the best I can hope for until time proves me true. I only hope in your anger you didn’t destroy the ring or toss it into the Thames. If you tossed it into the Serpentine, then maybe we could get it back as I’m willing to roll up my trousers, but the Thames…,” he trailed off, a small smile appearing on his handsome face.

“Oh, Michael,” she said. “The ring is safe, and I love you.”

Then, even with spectators, his arms went around her, he lowered his head, and he kissed her. Not too long, of course, for that would be unseemly, but long enough for her to feel warmth down to her slippered toes.

When he lifted his head, she turned in his arms to face the silent room and the blatant stares of Lord and Lady Cambrey.

Shrugging, she said, “I’m positively famished. Is it time for dinner?”

Halfway through the third course, she remembered Clive Brunnel and nearly choked on the piece of braised beef she was chewing. While coughing, having both gentlemen stand, letting Maggie pat her on the back, and then taking a drink of wine to wash it down—Ada felt her panic rise.

She had financially ruined the man she loved. How would he ever forgive her?
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Chapter Twenty-Six


First thing the next day, feeling in a panic, Ada directed her driver to the London Stock Exchange at Capel Court. What could she do if the trade had already been done as she feared it had? Nothing. She knew how the exchange worked, and one didn’t simply ask for one’s shares back or un-purchase what one had bought.

Tallow! His entire account emptied to purchase tallow shares. Dear God!

She’d barely been able to finish eating the night before, taking only a few bites of whatever else was put before her in order not to insult her best friend.

Repeatedly, she had to reassure Michael all between them was well. But her heart ached with the damage she had caused. And she was relieved they had separate carriages when the evening was over. Ada could not imagine sitting in the close confines of his brougham and not confessing her deviousness.

Instead, she’d collected Harry and Nanny Finn for the trip home, hugged Maggie, nodded to John, and let Michael walk them to their carriage.

After ruffling Harry’s hair and lifting him in, Michael had assisted Nanny Finn, and then turned to Ada. He’d cocked his head, clearly about to ask her again what was the matter?

“I’m awfully glad you convinced John to ask Maggie to bring me here,” she’d admitted.

“Yet something is amiss,” he’d guessed.

Her heart sank. He would never look at her the same way after he learned she’d ruined him and his family. Poor Camille!

Unable to smile, she’d merely shook her head.

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” she had offered. For by then, she would know the extent of the damage.

With that, she let him help her into the carriage, his expression wary.

Now, traversing Fleet Street and passing by St. Paul’s, so close to Queen’s Head Passage and Dolly’s Chop House, she recalled with growing misery their wonderful meal weeks earlier. When he trusted her. The very night he’d asked her to marry him.

Descending from her carriage, she ran to the entrance on Bartholomew Lane, up the five steps, and inside where she froze.

In the entrance, there were only a few men, but they instantly stopped and stared at her in shocked silence.

The first gentleman to approach her wore a stern expression upon his face.

“Are you lost? You mustn’t come in here, you know?”

“No, sir, I’m not lost.” Ada hated to utter the next words, as they would make her seem like a child, but she had no choice. “I’m looking for my father, Baron Ellis. He’s a member, sir. It’s rather urgent.”

His countenance relaxed, finding out she was not a renegade female breaching the sanctity of the all-male trading hall. Just a helpless woman in need of her patriarch.

“I’ll consult the ledger and see if he logged in. He’s a broker, yes, not a jobber?”

“Yes, a broker.”

And he spun on his heel and disappeared through a doorway.

She ventured in farther, past the lobby, to the double doors, open wide, through which she could see activity rivaling an ant nest or a beehive. The place fairly hummed. Drinking in the sights, sounds, and smells—all exactly as her father had described, she recited the line from Cibber’s play The Refusal: “Every shilling, sir; all out of stocks, puts, bulls, shams, bears, and bubbles.”

And every shilling could be lost, too.

“There you are,” said the man who’d gone to look up her father’s name in his admittance book.

Turning to him, hearing the prices of stocks shouted out, followed by names, and “buy, buy, buy,” as well as “sell, sell, sell,” any pleasure she might have had at being at the exchange was utterly wrecked by the knowledge of the terrible thing she had done.

“Baron Ellis is here,” the man told her, “in the west quadrant. You see, miss, the room is divided up—”

“Yes, I know. Shall I go find him, or will you?”

“You? Go find him?” He laughed. “Not unless you want to create a riot! Your ears would bleed with the language on the floor, miss, and your head would spin with numbers and information the likes of which you could never understand. Go on the floor? You?” And he laughed heartily again.

What an ass! “Will you go find him then, sir? At once?”

He straightened up. “Yes, of course. Stay here,” and his tone had become deadly serious again.

Tapping her foot with impatience while at the same time unable to curtail all her interest in her surroundings, Ada listened to the continental news being read out in between stock prices. Fascinating!

“Ada Kate,” her father’s voice grabbed her attention, as he hurried over. “What are you doing here? Is everything all right with Harry?”

“Yes, Papa. I’m here on a trading matter. I can’t explain it all now, but would you please check on a stock purchase from Mr. Clive Brunnel to the jobber Andrew Barnes? I hope I’m not too late to stop it, but if it could be stopped, I would most appreciate it.”

Her father gaped a moment like a fish on land.

“How do you know Mr. Barnes?” Then his eyes widened. “Are you trading without me?”

To her father, that would be a sin of betrayal, worse than any other.

“No, of course not. If I needed to buy or sell, I would do so directly through you, Papa. I know Andrew Barnes because you’ve mentioned him as being an upstanding jobber.” She looked him squarely in the eyes. “Please, Papa, will you be able to determine if a purchase was made for Mr. Brunnel?”

With the massive sigh of a put-upon parent, James Ellis nodded and walked back into the fray of the trading floor.

She wondered how she could bear the suspense. Was Alder entirely destitute, his family ruined?

In a few minutes, her father returned.

“Barnes made the transaction two days ago, late, right before the markets closed.”

Dear God! “I am too late, then,” she muttered, feeling abject misery. “He is ruined.”

Feeling as if she could weep right there and then, Ada wanted to sink to the floor with the weight of guilt upon her shoulders. Revenge was not sweet at all.

“Brunnel, ruined?” her father exclaimed. “Don’t be absurd. Sharp as a needle apparently. I just saw his entire transaction history. Always comes in with the right choice. Reminds me of…,” he trailed off and narrowed his eyes at her. “You are the one who is sharp as a needle, aren’t you, dear daughter?”

She felt her cheeks grow warm.

“You’ve been giving him advice and tips, haven’t you?”

She nodded.

Shaking his head, he reminded her, “You know the exchange would frown upon it if they knew, and it would be even worse if you were using him as a proxy for yourself.”

Ada shrugged. “Then they should change their rules. Remember what happened with that man they called ‘The Lady Broker’?”

“Yes!” her father, said. “Exactly so. And stocks were bought and money lost because of that unconscionable woman, trading and not making good on her purchases.”

He was entirely missing the point.

“It was her husband who wouldn’t pay up on her bad decisions, and still the broker made her name public. If women were given equal access to the market, if it were all out in the open, that wouldn’t have happened. Women should be allowed to buy and trade openly, then they could be held responsible. Remember President Adams’ wife, Papa. You told me it was she who invested in government bonds when her husband wanted to invest in land. She made a fortune for them.”

She threw up her hands in dismay. “Only think how women are robbed by the huge commissions charged us. If you weren’t my beloved father, why, I could hardly afford to be in the market at all.”

“Hmm, beloved, am I?” He smiled, having regained his good humor. “You are a rarity, but I suppose if other women had an interest in the market and read the reports as you do, they could do as well as some of the traders here.”

She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you, Papa.”

“Tell me why you were worried about Mr. Brunnel’s stocks.”

Oh dear. The terrible, ruinous stock purchase! How could she have become distracted with her righteousness for women when she had entirely ruined the Alders?

“He has been trading for a friend of mine.”

At his silence, she knew she would have to say more.

“Do you remember Lord Alder? You and Mummy met him at my house.”

Her father’s countenance became instantly dour.

“In fact, I do. Your mother was curious following our brief encounter with the man and asked about him afterward. She found out exactly who Alder is.”

He leaned close and whispered in her ear, “He is called Lord Vile by many, and for good reason.”

Then Baron Ellis straightened. “I don’t think you should continue a friendship with him.”

Luckily, her glove covered her engagement ring. What type of person was she, manipulating a man’s trading to ruin him and hiding her intent to marry from her loving parents? She didn’t even recognize herself. All in the name of revenge toward a man who’d given her a wonderful son and to whom she’d now fallen utterly in love.

Sighing, Ada knew she must placate her father if she were going to ask for his help.

“I understand your concern, Papa, and I’ll be happy to speak with you and Mummy about all that later. However, right now, I must ask you to sell Mr. Brunnel’s last purchase immediately. You can do it. You’re more advanced than a jobber.”

He shook his head. “Even if I were to take the customer away from Mr. Barnes, which would be highly irregular, I can only sell shares at Brunnel’s request. You know that.”

She did know that, but in her hurry, she’d pushed it aside, hoping only to stop the trade. She should have written something up and forged Brunnel’s signature. After all, she’d gone this far into depravity, she might as well be a counterfeiter as well.

“Ada, why did you want to stop Brunnel’s stock purchase?”

She began to pace in front of him. Even at that moment, the money was draining from Michael’s account.

“It wasn’t a sound investment. He will lose everything he’s gained and more.”

“Absurd!” her father declared.

Sighing, she wondered how her father could be so wrongheaded.

“Papa, tallow is not going up at present. Only think of the new technology and gas lamps. In fact, I read a week ago, there was a glut, and the price of stock is plummeting as we speak. We mustn’t wait a second longer.”

“Dear daughter, Brunnel’s last purchase request was for cocoa bean stocks, and I, for one, think it a good one.”

She frowned. “Cocoa beans? Are you certain it wasn’t for tallow?”

Her father drew himself up. “I assure you it was cocoa beans.”

She’d discussed cocoa beans with Michael before they’d quarreled.

He’d listened to her about cocoa beans? Michael had told Brunnel to buy cocoa bean shares, not tallow. The heaviness of heart she’d felt since the night before lifted. She hadn’t ruined the Alder earldom. Thank God!

Basking in a bubble of relief, she kissed her father’s cheek again.

“You had best be off before a riot ensues,” he said and winked at her.

He’d said it as a jest, but they both knew it wasn’t far from the truth. At that moment, however, feeling light as a feather, she didn’t care.

“Wonderful! I shall see you and Mummy soon.”

He nodded. “And we’ll talk about this inappropriate friendship…”

Before he could say more, she was hurrying to the exit, giving him a wave before disappearing outside. When he found out the friendship was an engagement, she would have some explaining to do, and Michael would have to win her family over as he had the Cambreys.

As soon as she arrived home, she wrote to Mr. Brunnel of her wish to terminate their arrangement immediately.

The next morning, a note arrived requesting a meeting.

“We shall meet as usual,” Mr. Brunnel wrote. “Or there will be consequences.”

She read and reread his missive. What on earth could he mean?

Sitting opposite him in her library the next day, eleven o’clock sharp, she soon found out.

“I was surprised by your request to end our association,” he began.

“Not a request,” Ada insisted. “I have decided to cease our arrangement.”

“I offer my sincere apologies regarding the last transaction, but Lord Alder insisted on cocoa bean stocks. If I’d not gone along with it, then he could have pointed his finger at me if he lost money. I can only buy or sell that which he has agreed to, or I would be held culpable, if you see.”

“I do see, but it is neither here nor there. I am no longer interested in giving tips to Lord Alder.”

Brunnel continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “The good news is Lord Alder did well, and cocoa beans are a sound market.” Then he looked at her sharply. “Moreover, you might wish to rethink tallow, Mrs. St. Ange, as our jobber definitely did not recommend it, and said he didn’t know anyone who did. Apart from that one mistaken choice, however, your analysis of the market has been spot on. Therefore, I have no wish to terminate our arrangement.”

Perhaps he didn’t understand her determination. “I am not interested in what you wish. I shall no longer meet with you. I am discharging you from your services.”

“That won’t work for me,” Mr. Brunnel said, his tone neutral and smooth, belying his contrary words. “After your successful first tip to Lord Alder, I began investing for myself, too. You’ve been making me a wealthy man, and I don’t intend for it to stop.”

“Then all my tips to you shall be like the tallow—a mistaken choice, as you put it.”

He gave her a hard stare.

“That will also ruin Lord Alder,” he pointed out.

She returned his gaze while considering his words. Clive Brunnel didn’t know her original intention had been to do exactly that. So, what were her options? She could continue to make Alder—and Brunnel—wealthy men. However, she didn’t like being forced to do it, not one bit.

“Or perhaps I will ruin Alder anyway,” Brunnel threatened, “unless you continue with our arrangement.”

She took a quick breath, then she smiled. “How do you know I don’t want him ruined? Perhaps that was my plan all along.”

His eyes widened, then he frowned in disbelief.

“What?” she asked. “You don’t think a woman capable of hatching a plan so devious?”

“Your stock choices have all been perfect up until now,” he mused.

“Exactly. Do you still think the tallow was a mistake?”

He looked thoughtful. “I see.”

“If I wish to stop, Mr. Brunnel, there is really nothing you can do about it. You will never know which stock is destined to rise or fall. You will be at my mercy.”

He appeared to be thinking of it from all sides. Then he said, “I might report you to the exchange. I don’t believe they look kindly on someone using the market in such a manner. What’s more, I know Baron Ellis is your father and a broker.”

Though her heartbeat sped up, she shrugged nonchalantly. Mr. Brunnel couldn’t really hurt her, but he could do severe damage to her father’s impeccable reputation as a broker. Certainly, everyone would believe Baron Ellis was behind any stock trading doings, nefarious or otherwise, related to his daughter. No one would believe she was the source of good trade advice.

He could have his membership terminated and be thrown out of the exchange.

“Very well,” she told him. “We’ll leave everything as it is, for now.”

“Yes, we will,” Mr. Brunnel shot back.

Folding her hands, she added, “Except since you’re making money in the market, I’ll no longer pay you a penny for your unwanted services.”

He stared at her a moment, then nodded and rose to his feet.

“Good day, missus.”

She stayed where she was, already planning how to remove herself from this unholy arrangement.

“Good day, indeed,” she murmured, as he left.

Still reeling from the near disaster of the tallow, she expected the two notes that arrived. She welcomed the one from Michael, who was still concerned about her mood at the Cambreys’ dinner and asking to see her.

The other, a brief note from her father, she dreaded. Her parents would be over to speak with her the following day.

Apparently, even a pretend widow with independence and a home of her own had to answer to her parents once in a while.

Her mother’s opinion was known immediately, as she grabbed Ada’s hands, looked at her with loving eyes, and proclaimed, “Do not be seen with that vile man!”

“It is not as simple as that,” Ada began.

Her father grimaced. “Yes, daughter, it is. Do not go riding with Alder, nor out to the theatre, and, most assuredly, do not have him here at your home.”

Taking a deep breath, she held out her left hand, upon which Michael had replaced the ring when she’d seen him again the evening before. Everything had been back to normal, and she was once again happy. Not blissfully so, for there were secrets between them, but happy nonetheless.

Her parents were rendered momentarily silent, staring at the amethyst and diamond creation.

“I don’t understand,” her father began.

“You are engaged?” Her mother’s voice was cautious and questioning. “But surely not to Lord Vile!”

“Actually, yes,” Ada confirmed.

With a long, dramatic groan, her father sat down heavily on the sofa and put his head in his hands.

Her mother blanched, then rallied. “You are no fool, Ada Kate, so I know you wouldn’t do anything to put yourself or Harry at risk.”

“Of course not, Mummy.” Though hadn’t Ada suspected she’d done exactly that when she’d seen Michael on the terrace? How could she expect her parents not to be wary when she’d immediately doubted her fiancé’s faithfulness at the first opportunity?

“Lord Alder might’ve been a tad wild, even inappropriate in the past,” she said, hoping to reassure them, “but he has declared his devotion to me, and I have no reason to suspect him of dishonesty on that account.”

“Ada,” her father began, his voice dripping disappointment, “has it occurred to you he has attached himself to you because of your usefulness in growing his fortune?”

Goodness! Her father really did have the wrong end of the stick.

“I know positively that is not the case. For Lord Alder has no idea I am the one who has been giving stock advice to Mr. Brunnel.”

“I see.” Her father ran a hand over his face, and she hoped he was somewhat soothed. Then he looked at her, and she saw the worry in his expression.

“We have always stood by you, even after…” he trailed off, and Ada felt tears prick her eyes. “I cannot bear for you to be hurt again,” he concluded.

“Oh, Papa,” she said, rushing to sit beside him. “I am not the same naïve young lady I was then. I promise you, I’m not. Nor am I letting Lord Alder pull the wool over my eyes. This time, instead of letting a situation be forced upon me, I am making my own decisions.”

Glancing up at her mother, she added, “I love him, and Harry does, too. And Lord Alder cares for us both without question, even believing I am a widow and not a pure bride. He got off on the wrong track, so to speak, when his heart was hurt years ago. I believe without your love and support, I might have had a terrible life. I was blessed where he was not.” She pondered the truth of her words.

“Yes, he made mistakes, and I believe he drank too much and conducted himself with less than gentlemanlike behavior—”

Kathryn Ellis evoked a strange snorting sound of displeasure, for obviously, she had heard all about Lord Vile’s behavior and passed the information along to her husband.

But Ada knew Michael was a changed man. She believed it with her whole heart.

“I think Lord Alder has transformed himself. Moreover, he makes me happy. I hope you’ll welcome him as a son-in-law when the time comes.”

Her father’s lengthy sigh was the only answer for many moments.

Then James Ellis exchanged glances with his wife.

“Very well. Because as I said, you are no fool, we shall trust in your decisions. However, if Alder hurts you, I shall tear him limb for limb, just as I would the scoundrel who gave us Harry.”

Ada decided then and there not to mention they were one and the same man.

“How about some tea and cake?” she offered. “And I’ll fetch Harry.”
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Michael wished something wasn’t niggling at him, but there were, in fact, two matters slicing through his happiness with knives of misgiving.

For one, he knew in his heart he’d sniffed the unknown lady at Stafford House, as he did nearly every female he met, especially in that type of setting, at a ball. He’d done it without meaning to and before he could stop himself, and Ada had seen him, thinking he was nuzzling the stranger’s neck.

In truth, involuntarily and while completely in love with Ada, he still searched for his golden goddess. However, he’d vowed he would stop the imbecilic practice when he’d gone to the Earl of Cambrey and convinced him of his utter devotion to Ada.

Secondly, he knew his beloved was holding something back from him. Call it instinct, call it experience with the ability of people—even those who professed their love—to betray and to lie.

He longed to pour himself a large glass of brandy, but he was trying to be the man Ada St. Ange deserved, not a weak lout who was always reaching for the flask or decanter. He had, in fact, consigned his silver flagon to a drawer in his wardrobe the night she’d thrown it at him.

Was it important he suss out her secrets? It was. Perhaps her past and her parents held the answers. Thus, the next day when he went over, he was surprised to learn she’d told her parents already about their engagement.

“I’m still standing,” he said, taking her in his arms and kissing her before she could say another word.

When at last he lifted his head, she looked dazed and utterly beddable, with her languid gaze, her pink cheeks, and her reddened lips. The engagement was, at that moment, still open-ended, something he wanted to change.

“Seeing as how your father hasn’t shot me or run me through—yet—may I assume we can set a date for our nuptials?”

Her eyes widened, and then, to his delight, she smiled.

“Yes. How about in the spring?”
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Two days later, Michael took Ada’s front steps at a run, always with the same feeling—he simply couldn’t wait to see her. She engaged his mind, made him laugh, stirred his blood so he couldn’t imagine how he could put off claiming her body until after the wedding, though he was determined to do so.

Moreover, he’d told his parents about their engagement, and they were thrilled for him. Knowing there would be no underhanded sneakiness on their part at this stage of his life was a relief. His father liked that Ada had her own money. His mother was pleased his wife-to-be had already demonstrated she was fertile.

Randall opened the door and informed him Mrs. St. Ange was in the library.

“She has a visitor, my lord. If you’ll wait in the parlor, I’ll tell her you’re here.”

Michael had not taken two steps when the library door on the other side of the marble foyer opened and Clive Brunnel emerged, a smug look on his face. It changed the instant he saw Michael. Then the man paled.

Michael’s brain froze with astonishment, unable to make sense of how his investment advisor could be at his fiancée’s home. A coincidence?
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


Ada appeared behind Brunnel, following him into the front hall, her face looking peevish and displeased. However, when she saw Michael, her mouth dropped open and her expression changed to one of shock—and guilt—telling him this was no coincidence.

What could it mean? Without doubt, Ada knew Brunnel was associated with Michael. What’s more, she obviously hadn’t wanted Michael to know she knew the man.

With a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, he faced them squarely.

“What is the meaning of this?”

After a brief pause, Brunnel spoke first. “I am… advising Mrs. St. Ange.”

However, by the way Ada startled at his words, it was plainly a fabrication.

“No,” she said clearly. “He is not.”

Michael said a silent word of thanks. She wasn’t going to lie to his face, for that would surely be the end of their relationship.

Brunnel, though, looked irritated. “Mrs. St. Ange, I warn you.”

He warned her? Michael took a step forward.

“Are you threatening my fiancée?”

“I, that is, of course not.” Brunnel glanced at Ada, who merely shrugged, crossing her arms, apparently unwilling to help the man out of the sticky situation.

Looking again at Michael, Brunnel added, “As you know, investing is a personal matter and not to be discussed in a foyer.”

Michael’s fingers twitched. He wanted to punch the man in the face, and he didn’t even know why.

“That’s rubbish!” he said. “I demand an explanation.”

Ada lowered her arms and dropped her gaze to the floor. When she looked at him again, a streak of fear shot down his spine. Her eyes told him something very bad was happening, something akin to the betrayal by his parents that had destroyed his engagement to Jenny.

“This is all my fault,” Ada confessed, her voice barely above a whisper. “Mr. Brunnel gave you advice regarding investing that I, in turn, gave him.”

Brunnel winced at her disclosure, then sighed. He seemed to know his ruse was finished. Michael’s gut twisted uncomfortably at learning she had been secretly conferring with another man about him.

However, she had helped him, so why was she looking so glum?

Ada straightened her shoulders and said in a firmer voice, “Now, he simply won’t leave me alone, and despite having made a great deal of money from my advice, Mr. Brunnel has threatened to damage my father’s reputation.”

“Is that so?” Michael narrowed his eyes at the man, who suddenly seemed to resemble a common garden weasel. There was much to be explained and even more to be sorted out between him and Ada—in private—but first, he would do everything in his power to rid her of Brunnel.

“I assume your threats were made only in order to keep me in the dark. Now that I know of your association with my fiancée, there is no point anymore in your trying to harm this lady or her father, is there?”

Brunnel’s mouth formed a thin line of annoyance.

“Well?” Michael prompted. “Hear me, if you say any of the trades or purchases you’ve done on my account were anything to do with either Mrs. St. Ange or Baron Ellis, I will gainsay you, even before a judge.”

Brunnel looked as if something unpleasant was being waved under his nose.

“I see,” he said at last, and tried to walk around Michael to the door.

“You will offer an apology and promise on your honor to leave her and her family alone. Perhaps you should thank her as well.”

Brunnel glanced back at Ada. “I will leave you alone,” he promised tightly, then to Michael, he added, “Ask her if you should thank her, too, for the instruction to buy tallow.”

With that remark, he pushed past Michael and left.

He stared at Ada, whose cheeks had infused with pink at Brunnel’s remark. It was true, the man last advised him to buy tallow. But so eager was Michael to follow up with cocoa beans after his discussion with Ada, he had ignored Brunnel’s advice, only now to find it actually came from her, after all.

Then it dawned on him. He’d learned afterward it was a terrible stock to purchase.

If he’d put all his money into tallow shares, he would have been ruined.

Ruined!

“My father spoke the truth when he said you had an interest in stocks?”

She nodded.

“And you paid Brunnel to encounter me by happenstance and start giving me advice?”

“Yes.” The small word seemed wrenched from her.

Michael let out a long breath, processing her deceit as he did.

“He was a very good actor. He should take to the stage. Perhaps you should as well.”

God’s truth, he wanted a drink. He wanted to numb the emotions swirling through him with some good Belgian gin.

She blinked at him, saying nothing, only worrying her bottom lip with her teeth. Normally, he would find it charming and clasp her to him to kiss her concerns away.

But she had lied to him. Who was she anyway? Some other man’s widow, a man she wouldn’t even speak about. A woman who knew the stock market and kept that knowledge hidden. A woman who’d left London hurriedly and inexplicably, cutting short her Season. What other lies had she told him?

“The tallow advice was recent,” he pointed out, realizing the awful truth. She’d still been in contact with Brunnel even after saying she loved him. “If I’d followed it, the entire estate would have been in jeopardy.”

Ada nodded, not even bothering to defend herself. He needed to leave at once, to get away from her achingly beautiful face, which now looked like absolute betrayal to him. He’d been along this path before—having loved ones surprise the hell out of him with what treachery they could accomplish.

“I’m going now,” Michael told her, and she flinched.

He intended to get uproariously drunk, if not on gin, then, at the very least, on brandy.

“Will you come back?” Her voice sounded like a child’s, and his heart squeezed painfully.

“I don’t know.”

It was the honest truth. He might get into his carriage, go to a gin palace, and never come out.

Could he ever look at Ada again and not mistrust what was going on behind her blue eyes? He remembered how cold those same eyes had been in the beginning, which he took to be reserve, protecting herself as any woman should from an eager suitor.

Now, he understood he’d seen emotionless calculation in her gaze.

Putting his hand on the door latch, he shook his head. It had been only a few minutes—hadn’t it?—since he’d walked in thinking the sun rose and set on her. It seemed eons ago.

Randall appeared as he always did when someone was near the door. Her butler looked from Michael’s grim face to Ada’s devastated one, turned on his heel, and left. Smart man!

Michael wanted to say something more to her, some sort of farewell, but he couldn’t think of anything, so he simply walked out, closing the door carefully behind him.

Waving to his driver to follow, Michael walked toward Hyde Park.

If he got into his carriage, he would end up ran-tan drunk in some hellhole. He would awaken with a pounding head, feeling like dung, and Ada would still have betrayed him, and he would still be minus one fiancée whom he adored.

Why? His footsteps slowed as he passed Elizabeth Pepperton’s residence and then reached the end of the block.

Why had she set out to destroy him?

Her words from the night of the Sutherland’s ball echoed in his head: “If breaking our engagement hurts you even a little, that only makes it all the sweeter.”

Made what sweeter? What was this all about?

He had known she was hiding something, but he’d never expected this. He stopped. Four years ago—was it five already?—he’d felt the sharp betrayal of his parents, and then he’d made a hash of his life. Unfortunately, drinking came easy to him. Wenching, too.

And now he had no better plans than to drown himself in liquor.

Had he learned nothing since meeting Ada? Hadn’t he become at least a little more mature? After all, he’d made peace with his parents and was saving the earldom, stock by stock.

Was he really going to follow the very same path of degradation as before and take on the mantle of Lord Vile once again? As if loving hadn’t changed him, not only his love for Ada but also the newly rewarding love for Harry.

He turned around. No, he wasn’t. What’s more, he deserved a goddamn answer!
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Ada watched him close the door without histrionics or rancor. It might have been easier on her if he’d slammed it rather than slipping out so quietly, so wounded.

Everything seemed to be in tatters, her horrible, terrible plans—thank God—and her horrible, terrible heart.

Slowly, she climbed the stairs. It was only midday, but she was exhausted. She knew she should go visit with Harry in the nursery, perhaps suggest a walk with Dash, but she simply couldn’t rally.

Sinking onto her bed, she put her head in her hands. Desperately, she wanted to weep the way she had done when she thought Michael was being unfaithful on the terrace at Stafford House. Yet, she couldn’t.

Tears of sorrow seemed a luxury she didn’t owe herself. She should have come back to London, grateful for her health, fortune, and, of course, for Harry. Instead, she’d sought revenge and ruined her own life in the process.

She loved Michael Alder with all the fascination of her former youthful self who’d fallen for the viscount upon first sight at a dinner party, even though he was then beyond her reach. And she loved him with the full breadth and depth of the woman she had become who now knew him deeply and adored everything she knew.

Her heart felt as if it were bleeding. Was that possible? Was there truly a crack in the middle of it?
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As quietly as he’d left number twenty-seven, Michael returned, opening the door, peering in, and slipping inside. Standing still, he listened, most assuredly not wishing for an encounter with Mr. Randall, who might turn him away or, at the least, would warn his mistress. Michael intended to beard the lion in her den, for at that moment, he certainly viewed Ada as a dangerous opponent with the power to destroy him entirely.

Most likely, she was in the library where he knew she spent much of each day—apparently reading about the infernal stock market.

And stupidly, he thought women only read the fashion and gossip pages.

Unfortunately, with the butler’s uncanny ability to guard the front of the house, Randall appeared from inside the parlor as Michael crept across the foyer.

“My lord?” Randall queried, an eyebrow arched, and Michael felt like a naughty child caught stealing cake from the pantry.

“I must speak with her at once. I shall go insane if I don’t.” He couldn’t believe he’d spoken about such a personal matter to the butler, and in those terms, but he needed an ally.

Randall paused, taking a visible breath. Michael knew him to be torn between his duty, which had included training of utmost loyalty to his mistress, and pity toward the beseeching man before him.

Making it even harder on Randall, Michael added, “I don’t want you to summon her to me. I don’t want her prepared and ready. I must meet with her in an unguarded moment. It is the only way she and I will get to the truth of the matter. Will you allow me that?”

Randall’s jaw was working, clenching and relaxing as he determined the best course of action.

Then he surprised Michael with a question. “Do you love Mrs. St. Ange?”

That a butler would be asking him such an intimate question! That he should feel compelled to answer. Indeed, it was once more a topsy-turvy world.

“Yes, I do.”

“Very well,” Randall said and nothing more.

“Um, where…?” Michael gestured around the hall with its various doors and also toward the stairs.

The pained look upon the butler’s face bespoke how difficult it was for him to betray Ada, and Michael felt genuine gratitude she had such a servant.

“Her room,” was all Randall said, glancing at the staircase, before he turned away and walked down the hallway to the back of the house.

Michael didn’t hesitate in case the good man changed his mind. His heart drumming in his chest, he took the stairs two at a time.

Would he find her upset? Or was she even then laughing at him?

He knocked on her bedroom door.

“Leave me, Lucy,” Ada called out. “Leave me in peace.”

She certainly didn’t sound happy.

Without giving her any warning, he lifted the latch and entered. She sat upon her bed, which he noted was a four-poster, her face covered by her hands, her elbows resting on her knees.

Closing the door behind him, he waited.

After a moment, she lifted her head, then gasped at his presence.

“How…?” she began, slowly rising to her feet. “What are you doing here?”

He wasn’t sure how to answer. She was so very precious to him. And looking at her, he hurt to think she didn’t think of him the same way.

“I suppose I’m here because we are not finished.” He considered her a moment. “At least, I am not finished with you. I certainly cannot speak for what you are feeling.”

“I am feeling wretched,” she declared. “I designed my clever plan, never thinking for a moment I might not be pleased should I succeed. I was so certain of my rightness in punishing you. And I never thought I’d feel ashamed at being found out.”

He ran a hand through is hair, knowing it was probably standing on end. She was speaking rationally, yet she made no sense.

Strange though—if he could turn back the hands of a clock and go back to when he’d picked up her packages from the pavement, even knowing they would end up at this particular excruciating moment, he would do it.

“Why?” Michael asked, unable to keep the tremor from his voice. Manly or not, tears were not too far away. “Why have you done all this? Why the ‘clever plan’?”

She closed her eyes a moment and then sighed. “Still, you don’t know? It’s hard to believe.”

There was only one explanation he could think of why a female would seek to exact revenge on a man.

“Because of Jenny? Some sort of retribution for the pain I caused her? For I swear to you, Ada, I wouldn’t have hurt her for the world.”

Her eyes snapped open, their blue depths boring into his.

“It was me you hurt, not her.”

He was confounded.

“What do you mean?” he stepped closer. “I have tried my utmost in all the time we’ve known each other never to do anything which could hurt you. Remember, the scene on the terrace of Stafford House, it was a misunderstanding.”

She shook her head, tears springing to her eyes, making them shine brighter.

“Not recently,” she explained, her voice thick with emotion. “Before. Three years ago.”

“Three years!” He considered who he was at that time and felt a little sick. But surely, he would remember her of all people, especially if he had wronged her.

“In a garden, in a gazebo, to be precise.” Her words seemed to choke her. She sniffed loudly.

“In a gazebo?” He knew instantly what she meant. As if he’d had scales upon his eyes, they fell away and he realized the truth. “My golden goddess!”

She recoiled at his words, as if she’d heard them before and they had caused her pain.

No! She couldn’t be. That young woman had been an experienced member of the ton, ready and willing for a tryst. Of that, he’d always been certain.

Snaking his hand out, he snagged hold of her wrist and pulled her close. Unresisting, she let him, completely limp in his arms as he put his face to her hair, her neck. He loved her scent. It was familiar and warm. It was his Ada.

But it wasn’t the scent of his dreams, of his memories, of his goddess.

“You don’t smell like her.”

She drew back, a frown on her face. “I don’t…?” Then her expression cleared, and she gave a small, bitter laugh, devoid of joy.

“I used to wear jasmine flower perfume.” Her tone was brittle.

This was all too incredible, and he couldn’t begin to sort through what he was feeling. Joy at having found her, sadness at her duplicity.

“I’ve never smelled the scent before or since.”

“My father procured it for me in a business dealing,” she explained. “It’s rather rare, imported from Asia.”

Tugging her arm free, she went to her dressing table and pulled open a drawer. Grasping something, she returned to him. Without looking at it, she pressed a bottle into his hand.

“There is your golden goddess,” she whispered. “After that night, I couldn’t bear the scent as it reminded me of… of…” She stopped speaking on a half sob and then hiccuped.

Staring at the stoppered vial in his hand, he lifted it to his nose. He didn’t need to open it for the fragrance to flood his senses, transporting him back to that evening. He had been rather foxed, he recalled, on both champagne and brandy, and then a luminous creature had approached him and, with very few words, she’d let him—

“Good God!” he exclaimed, staring at her. “It was you.”

Nodding, she sat down heavily on her bed.

His pulse seemed to be pounding in his ears, and his world tilted. All along, she’d been right there.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” his voice sounded hoarse to his own ears.

“You must be joking,” she said. “I never speak of that night, not to anyone. It was my ruin, the singular most humiliating experience of my life. Why would I confess to you, my tormentor?”

He groaned and grabbed his hair with both fists, tugging in frustration.

“But I haven’t been your tormentor, have I? I’ve loved you and cared about you for months.”

She hung her head.

“Michael, I came to London to ruin you entirely. Instead, I helped you to grow your fortune… and I fell in love.”

“I can’t believe this.” He sat down beside her. “I looked for you after that night at every event I went to. After a month or so, I stopped.”

“You obviously wouldn’t have known me, even if you’d seen me. It was dark, and you were too far in your cups to retain a memory of my face. Undoubtedly, that’s why my scent made such a strong impression because your other senses were impaired. In any case, I left immediately for the country, the very next day in fact, and I never came back.”

She sounded so weary, his heart hurt for her.

Keeping his feet on the floor, he tossed himself back onto the bed to stare at the canopy overhead, keeping the small vial clasped in his hand.

How many times had he wanted to be right here with Ada on her bed?

With his other hand, he grasped her upper arm and dragged her down beside him.

“I don’t know what to say?” he admitted. “Offering an apology and saying ‘sorry’ seem woefully inadequate.”

“Correct,” she agreed. “You cannot simply apologize for something like that. It was too enormous an event. Life changing. In all honesty, though, I don’t hold myself utterly blameless anymore, either.”

She angled her head to look at him. “I did, at first. I thought it was entirely your fault. But I strolled out into the garden like a wool-headed ninny, and I didn’t run when I saw you.”

“Why?” His tone betrayed his sheer frustration and misery. “Why did you seem as if you knew me? My memory of that night has always been of a willing female, thus, I imagined, you were also an experienced one. I remember thinking you wanted me to kiss you.”

“I did. I suppose I can now confess to having grown a tendre for you before we ever truly met. I had seen you during my first Season, and I thought you were superb.”

He groaned and closed his eyes.

“We spoke earlier that evening at the Fontaine’s ball, when you brushed by me on the dance floor, but I was so tongue-tied with nervousness over finally speaking to Lord Alder, the handsome viscount, it turned out I couldn’t speak at all.”

Opening his eyes, he looked at her again. “I’m sorry I don’t remember. As you know, I drank a lot then. You should, indeed, have run from me in the garden.”

She nodded. “I simply didn’t understand what would happen after I let you kiss me.”

“No, no, no,” he moaned, draping his arm over his face. To think he’d deflowered her in such a quick and callous way. Of all the sins in his life, the drinking and whoring, he’d never thought he’d taken a virgin, especially unwillingly.

He sat up. “I should be shot.”

“No,” she said, wiping tears away. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I should go to your father and confess what I did.”

“Then you probably would be shot,” she agreed.

Her disinterested tone worried him.

“I have to be punished,” he insisted.

“That’s what I thought, too. That’s what I was trying to do but failed. Luckily,” she added.

“No. You didn’t fail,” Michael insisted. “When you told me you didn’t love me and called me Lord Vile to my face, it was the worst moment of my life. Today, when I discovered you were behind the stock market advice, both good and bad, that was the second worst moment of my life.”

“It could get worse,” she said, and he glanced down at her.

“Are you making sport of me now?”

Shaking her head, she sat up, her expression dejected.

He groaned again. “Frankly, I’m not sure I want to know. Tell me first, what did your husband think of all this? I assume you told him.”

Then the awful thought hit him. “Or did he discover it on your wedding night?”

This time, Ada was the one to groan.

Michael’s imagination seemed to have sprouted wings. Had her husband beat her for her not being a virgin? Cast her out, perhaps?

“What? Tell me?”

Staring at him a long moment, finally, she said, “I had no husband.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Michael let her words sink in and even repeated them in his brain, but they made no sense. There were too many indications she’d had one.

“Your name is fictitious?” he asked when he could form a question.

“Yes, I made up the story of Mr. St. Ange, lost at sea, so I could be free in London, not under my parents’ control.”

“But this house? Your fortune?”

“Just as I helped to build up your account, I have created my own fortune over the past three years. With my father’s help at first, of course, then I believe I was helping him.”

With a slight shrug, she glanced around the room. “I bought this house with my own money.”

He whistled, realizing he couldn’t be prouder of her than he was. Not only was she the most beautiful woman he’d ever met, who grew lovelier the longer he knew her, she was also the smartest.

His brain sifted through the facts he had. She’d never been married, thus, not a widow, but she was evidently a mother to a boy of nearly three.

It hit him as a low hanging tree branch knocks a careless rider—three years ago, no husband, the gazebo, Harry! If she was the smartest, he was, indeed, the densest.

“Harry is my son,” his voice broke on the last word. “I am truly an imbecile. No wonder he reminded me of Gabriel as a boy.”

She merely nodded at him, and he found himself squeezing the perfume bottle in his fist.

By God, he had a son! A wonderful boy, whom he already loved, who gave him hugs.

Tears came unbidden and flowed unchecked down his cheeks. To Michael’s amazement, Ada wrapped her slender arms around his shoulders and cried with him.

After a few minutes, he said, “I will give him my name.”

He felt her nodding. They stayed silent together for a long while. At last, when he had reined in his wayward emotions and wiped his face on his sleeve, he asked, “How did you choose St. Ange? Such an unusual name.”

“I named him after you.”

He waited for her to explain.

“I knew Michael was the name of an archangel,” she said against his shoulder.

Ah, he understood. “Saint Angel in French.”

“That was even before I knew there was a Gabriel in your family.”

“Beyond that,” he told her, “Camille was named after another one, Archangel Camael.”

Ada straightened, and they finally looked into each other’s eyes.

“I suppose your parents hoped for three angelic children,” she guessed.

The irony was not lost on him. He, their first born, had been re-christened ‘vile.’ What an ass he’d been.

After another moment of silence between them, he reached over and tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear.

“And why ‘Harry’?”

She shrugged. “No significance. I just liked the name.”

From weeping, he now wanted to laugh. “Perhaps we can keep St. Ange as his middle name after we marry. I prefer it to George.”

Her mouth had fallen open, and he closed it with his finger on her chin. And since he was touching her, he couldn’t help leaning forward and kissing her, too, stunned when she actually let him.

When he drew back and looked into her blue eyes, which were wide with surprise, he could think of only one thing that would destroy him.

“Please Ada Kathryn Ellis, don’t say no. Will you still be my wife?”
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She was lightheaded from the turbulent emotions of the past half hour. However, one thing she knew—she loved Michael Alder with all her heart, with both his flaws and his virtues.

“I will,” she said, and pure joy flooded her.

He held up the vial of jasmine perfume, offering her a quizzical look.

“You didn’t destroy it. You even brought it back with you to London.”

She had to be honest with him. “I hate to tell you, but I kept it in my drawer to remind me of your vile behavior and of my own childish naivete.”

He winced.

“In a way, it was a source of strength,” she added. “And if Harry had been a girl, I would have used it to illustrate a cautionary tale, which I would have told her one day before her first Season.”

Leaning over, he kissed her again, tenderly, touching his tongue to hers. Then he withdrew.

“I should leave at once.”

His words caught her by surprise. “Whyever for?”

He smiled and cocked an eyebrow. “We’re in your bedroom, sitting on your bed.”

She felt her cheeks heat. “And?”

“And if I stay, I’m going to ravish you. Properly this time.”

Her heart started to pound.

“I’m a widow with a great deal of freedom. You may stay.”

He laughed. “You’re not a widow, though. Not really.”

“No one need ever know that, and I might as well put my independence to good use.”

Without further invitation, Michael dropped the bottle of perfume on the bed and proceeded to unfasten her gown. She ought to be irked at the skill of his fingers, for he undressed her more quickly than her own maid. But she was as eager as he was.

With his assistance, she was soon reclining on her bed, head on her pillow, completely bare to his gaze.

He stared for a long moment, swallowed hard, and then laid beside her.

When she expected him to kiss her again or even latch onto one of her breasts which were aching for his touch, instead, he pressed his mouth to her stomach in a gesture that felt far more like love than desire.

“I want to erase everything about that night,” he murmured, his lips against her bare stomach.

“Except Harry,” she reminded him.

“Except Harry, of course,” he agreed. “I want to start over, take it slowly, enjoy your innocence and give you a new first time.”

Raising his head, he looked into her eyes, and she smiled.

“I don’t know about the slowly part,” she told him. “I’m already undressed and, truth be told, I feel rather ready.”

A strange sound came from him, half laugh, half groan. He claimed her lips fiercely, tugging on her lower one as he pulled away. Then standing, he began to strip off his clothing starting with his cravat, chucking everything hither and yon, making her giggle, until he undid the fall of his pants.

Her smile died as he dropped them to the ground and stood before her in only thin cotton drawers, which he also hastily removed. Then he climbed onto the bed again before she could catch more than a glimpse, enough to see he was as ready as she was.

“The first thing to do is always a long, lingering kiss,” he said, claiming her mouth again.

When he tilted his head, fitting his mouth perfectly to hers, a tingle of desire shot through her. Parting her lips for his tongue, she sighed with happiness. For the first time, she could return his kiss with a clear conscience and a peaceful heart.

How wonderful to have no lies between them.

After their tongues seemed to dance, with her hands in his hair and her body heating up, wanting more, he lifted his head, gazing at her.

“What are you thinking?” she wondered aloud.

He picked up the perfume bottle. “I will never ask again if you say no for, in truth, I love the smell of your skin.” To prove it, he nuzzled her cheek and then her shoulder, which he also licked, causing her to shiver.

“But this scent, as unusual and gorgeous as you are, suits you so perfectly. Will you wear it again? I promise, it will always remind me to be a better man than I was that night.”

Would it be a constant reminder of her own ignorance and his drunken carelessness, or could she think of it as the night Michael Alder made her his woman and gave her Harry? She smiled up at him and nodded.

He unstopped the bottle that had been closed so long, pressed his finger to the opening, and upturned it, releasing a few drops. Tracing his perfume-laden finger down her neck, he let the fragrance explode between them. He swept it across her collarbones, then to the hollow between her breasts.

Pausing only to kiss each peaked nipple, he helped himself to a second dose of jasmine flower and drew it down her stomach to the warm place between her legs. He didn’t stop, even though she found herself desperate for him to touch her there.

As if anointing her, he continued the trail of perfume oil down her left leg to her ankle and then up her right leg, leaving goosebumps of excitement in its wake.

“At that rate,” she said, “I’ll have to get more soon. It could be quite expensive.”

“Luckily, my fiancée can make money practically out of thin air.”

“It’s not that easy,” she countered, but at that moment, he began to retrace his finger’s path with nibbling kisses, and she clamped her mouth shut.

This time, he did pause to tease her nipples, taking his time with each while his hands stroked her skin, which suddenly felt too tight and overly sensitive.

Running her fingers up and down his back and over his sculpted shoulders, she marveled at his form, at the breadth of him, his long body and lean waist. This man was hers! How remarkable.

His skilled mouth and tongue were on the move again, heading lower, pausing to kiss her belly again.

“Harry’s first home,” he whispered against her skin, and then as he continued, he blew a puff of air at the soft curls between her legs, before kissing down her thigh, licking behind her knee.

When he started up the other leg, she thought she might scream.

“I think this slow and proper ravishing is more like torture.”

“Be quiet, woman. I’m worshipping you.”

She bit her lower lip, but as his mouth drew close to her intimate parts gain, she lifted her hips.

“A bit advanced for an innocent’s first time,” he said, but rewarded her with a kiss between her folds, stealing her breath.

“Mm,” she murmured, and he continued, until she knew she would spend as she had at his family’s home in Kent.

Before she did, however, he raised his head, causing her to gasp in dismay.

“Michael,” she whispered desperately.

“Shh, I know. Trust me.”

Kneeling between her legs, he fitted his yard to her and then lowered himself to his forearms as he slid inside.

It wasn’t like the previous time. Ada felt no sensation of burning or tearing, only pleasure. In an onslaught of sensation, he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her while continuing to glide in and out with the gentle movement of his hips.

The peak of release was upon her again within a few moments of him thrusting and withdrawing slowly, then more quickly.

With eyes firmly closed, she broke free of the kiss, her head tilting back as her muscles clenched and coiled. Then, blissfully, she let go, gaining her release in what felt like a spiral of ecstasy.

As she lifted her lids and looked up at Michael, he closed his own eyes, head back, jaw clenched, as he spent deep inside her.

When he rolled to the side and took her with him, their bodies remained close together. She felt his arms go around her, his chin resting upon her head.

“That was a much better first time,” she acknowledged, feeling him chuckle.

“I love you,” he said against her hair.

Pressing her lips to his chest, she responded, “I love you, too.”
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Epilogue


“To this day, I’m not sure John likes me.”

“Nonsense,” Ada said, adjusting her hat in the mirror in their front hall. The large looking glass formerly hung in Michael’s home on Brook Street, which they’d sold to the highest bidder a month after their marriage. Next to it was the framed print of the Crystal Palace, which Ada decided more people could enjoy here than in their library.

She loved having his things mixed with hers and sharing their home on Belgrave Square.

“John is simply a little slower to warm up to you because he had a few years of thinking you’d done his wife’s sister a disservice, and then Jenny’s husband no doubt said a few unkind words about you as well.”

“You say it so matter-of-factly.”

Shrugging, she turned to him and touched his impeccably tied cravat, pretending to improve on his valet’s work.

“You were Lord Vile, after all. But Maggie thinks the world of you for making me so happy and for loving Harry. John will, too. Eventually.”

“Eventually. In the meantime, I see him looking daggers at me when he thinks I don’t notice.”

“You’re probably imagining it.”

“Hm. Am I imagining how he pours himself a large drink of brandy whenever we go over there? He’s testing me, I tell you, making sure I don’t weaken to the stuff.”

She looked up into his gold-flecked eyes. “Have I told you lately how proud I am of you?”

Her husband had confessed before the wedding if he had a little liquor, he would want a lot, and thus he had given it up entirely. They had no wine in the house either, and she didn’t miss it in the least. She knew for him, though, it hadn’t been easy. There had been more than one occasion when he’d said he was changing his mind about abstinence.

When that happened, Ada would smile, kiss him, rub his feet, and he would purr like a big cat, forgetting all about the craving.

His arms went around her, and he lowered his head and kissed her.

“We could stay home and go to bed,” he proposed, tempting her with the wicked gleam in his eyes. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

They grinned at each other, and her heart raced with desire. He was a superb lover, after all. But she’d promised Maggie.

“Let’s be positive and have a wonderful evening with our friends. The bed will be here when we get back. I promise.” She winked at him, and he laughed.

“Where is Harry?” Ada asked more loudly.

“Here we come, my lady,” Nanny Finn said, charging down the stairs after the skipping boy, nearly four years old in a month.

“Mama,” he exclaimed, running at her.

At the last moment, Michael swept Harry off his feet before the boy could bang into her.

Lifting him high in his arms, her husband held their son on his hip.

“We don’t want to knock Mummy over,” Michael warned, “not until she gives you a brother or sister. Remember, we talked about that.”

Harry nodded, looking a little solemnly at her rounded stomach.

“Won’t be too long, darling,” she told him, leaning in to kiss his soft cheek.

Locking gazes with Michael, she smiled. It was still hard to believe she was going to have the pleasure of seeing two children running around the house, a sibling for Harry.

“Daddy,” the boy said, putting his hands on his father’s cheeks to get his full attention. “Can Dash come?”

“Hm,” Michael said. “What do you think, dear one?” he asked her.

“He is such a well-behaved dog, and Maggie’s kids love him, too. In fact, Dash will keep all the children amused for hours. It’ll be easier on Nanny Finn and Maggie’s nanny, for that matter.”

“Very well. Mummy is very wise and she says yes, so yes, he can come.” Michael set Harry on his feet. “I’m surprised he’s not already here underfoot.”

“Dash has a bone,” Harry said.

“Mary had a ham bone to spare,” Nanny Finn explained, “and the dog has been in the kitchen all afternoon gnawing on it.”

Ada was very glad Michael had been amenable to keeping Mary and letting his own cook along with his butler stay with the new owners of his old townhouse. The couple were beyond grateful since good help was so hard to find.

Michael had brought his valet and his driver and two maids, who had all fit perfectly into the blended household.

“Dash, come,” Michael called out, and in a second, they heard the dog’s toenails in the hallway as he scampered along. When he hit the marble foyer, his feet slid out from under him until he lost his footing altogether and glided the rest of the way on his belly before crashing against Harry’s legs.

All of them, including Nanny Finn, laughed.

Ada’s heart nearly burst with joy. She’d never expected such blessings after her disastrous adventure in the Fontaine’s gazebo. Moreover, her own plans for vengeance nearly cost her a future with the man she loved, and a brother or sister for Harry.

Thankfully, it hadn’t come to that. And her practical husband not only brought home the weekly business papers for her to peruse, he also paid the price of admission to the London Stock Exchange so he could take her tips to the floor, himself.

There was an alternate reason, of course. Michael vowed one day soon, when she was delivered of their child and had her trim figure back, he would help her dress up as a counterfeit man and enter the exchange as his guest.

With that prize to look forward to, how could she be anything other than the most contented woman in London? She was the ecstatically happy Viscountess Ada Kathryn Alder, wife of the fully reformed Lord Vile, whom she was certain would never be called so again.

READ ON FOR A SNEAK PEEK OF LORD DARKNESS…
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Chapter One


1850, London

Nothing but blackness as dark as pitch. How was a man supposed to know if it was day or night? How was a man supposed to care if he lived? Without his sight, every hour ran into the next with nothing to tell him whether it was time to sleep.

Perhaps it was time to die.

Three months earlier

Lord Christopher Westing surveyed the crowded black-and-white tiled ballroom from the upper-floor balcony of Marlborough House, searching for his friends. Since there was no royal currently in residence, someone with ties to the queen was always throwing a ball at the spacious brick residence on the Mall just north of St. James Park.

And the Marquess of Westing, heir to a dukedom, eligible and handsome, was at nearly every one.

In the flamboyantly Baroque room below, under the wall paintings of the victorious Duke of Marlborough accepting the surrender of the French armies, Christopher spotted Lords Burnley and Whitely, both already drinking champagne and also clearly scouting the room for their next conquests. Not French armies, of course, but English females.

Champagne and lovely ladies—he ought to be in heaven.

Turning, he left the balcony and headed down the staircase lined with more wall paintings depicting resounding French defeat at the hands of Marlborough. At the bottom of the stairs, Christopher entered the ballroom and was instantly beset by a veritable brigade of young ladies.

He was not so ungrateful as ever to say this was a tiresome matter, for there wasn’t a man in the ballroom who wouldn’t enjoy having such a bouquet of loveliness tossed at his feet.

At least, he would never be such a boorish cad as to say it out loud. Still, in his heart of hearts, he was weary of being “that good catch Westing,” as he heard murmured by mothers and daughters wherever he went, as if he were a large striped bass.

He was not simply a potential husband for every single miss looking for a titled lord with a large fortune. He was a man with his own ideas of whom he wanted for a wife, and so far, he hadn’t found her.

He’d danced with many sweet and lovely ladies over the course of three seasons, he’d kissed at least half of those, and he’d developed a tendre for none. He was starting to worry about himself.

A few years back, he should have fallen for Margaret Blackwood, who ended up marrying Lord Cambrey, after creating a glorious spectacle at their public engagement at the Sutherland’s Stafford House ball. And they did so before Queen Victoria and half the peers of the realm. Unfortunately, Christopher liked Margaret only as a friend despite her wit and beauty.

He wanted spark.

Or perhaps he should have developed an attachment to Lady Adelia Smythe, a lovely girl, but he couldn’t seem to make the effort to break through her quiet manner. Again, he’d danced with her and she was intelligent, but he felt no spark.

Spark, spark, spark—he wanted it, but maybe it didn’t exist. At least, not for him. Perhaps he would remain a bachelor forever and have to content himself with friends for company and with Cyprians discreetly met in one of London’s many bowers of Venus for physical relief.

Wrists with dance cards were being held out to him, and dutifully, he penciled his name on most of them. He could never keep track, so hopefully, the ladies would come find him when it was his turn.

As he snatched up the last card, a firm hand grabbed his wrist.

“That won’t do, brother dear,” his sister, Amanda, said. “Everyone knows we are a close family, but dancing together goes beyond the pale.”

He glanced at her slightly smirking face surrounded by soft brown ringlets with one of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows raised in amusement. He shrugged.

“I admit I wasn’t paying attention. I would have noticed it was you eventually, probably during the first few steps of the waltz.”

They both laughed, and then her attention was caught elsewhere.

“I’ll see you later when it’s time to leave.” She winked one of her lovely blue eyes, the same Westing light blue as they shared with their father.

“Don’t dodge Mother all night, or she’ll make me come after you,” he reminded his sister.

Amanda was already disappearing into the crowd with a backward wave of her hand.

And then Christopher pushed through the rest of the debutantes and the more seasoned girls to reach his chums and enjoy a drink. He would rather have brandy, but, as usual at these affairs, champagne or lemonade were his only choices, so he snatched up a glass of the former along the way.

Also reaching for a glass from the same tray was Lady Jane Chatley, who offered him a polite nod, which he returned, before she took a drink and walked away.

She was one of the few women of his acquaintance who was not really a friend, nor a romantic possibility. True, she was pretty enough to pique his interest with her deep blue eyes and her light brown hair always in the current style. However, she was also standoffish, at least with him, always busy with tasks that made the rest of them feel useless, and sometimes considered a little too perfect.

“A snout-looker,” his sister declared her after one event, which apparently meant Lady Jane looked down her nose at others.

He knew Margaret’s husband, Lord Cambrey, was on friendly terms with Jane, as their families had hosted a charitable event together two years earlier. In fact, Christopher had comforted a tearful Margaret and given her a ride home after a cricket match when it seemed the Earl of Cambrey preferred Jane. However, it all worked itself out.

Besides, who could prefer Jane over Margaret, who had a dazzling smile, follow-me-boys curls, and something sensual in her gaze?

He stopped a second and searched his feelings. Was he in love with Margaret, Countess of Cambrey, another man’s wife? He sipped the champagne and felt not a whit of jealousy. What a relief!

“There you are, old boy,” Burnley said, and Westing found himself welcomed into the small cluster of bachelors. “I suppose your name is already on a dozen cards.”

“At least that many,” he quipped. “I think there were some new faces.”

“Assuredly so,” said Whitely. “I see a very pretty maiden with blonde ringlets.”

“Do tell, which one? There are so many of them.” Christopher remarked. “There are ringlets here to spare, I’m sure. Only think how many used to be on some poor servant girl’s head or a factory worker’s, sold to adorn the thinner locks of a viscount’s daughter.”

“Rather cynical,” Burnley said, though he had an amused expression. “Anyway, if the servant girl or factory worker couldn’t come in person, at least her hair can.” He grinned at his own jest.

“Better cynical than unkind,” Christopher admonished him. “And on behalf of unfortunate girls who cannot attend, I say your statement was blatantly unkind.”

“There’s always that awkward moment, too,” Whitely lamented, “usually the morning after, when you find the extra locks have come unfastened and lie like snakes on the pillow.”

All three of the men shuddered. Then Christopher said, “Hardly usual for it to be the morning, though, George. I’d be shocked if you spent an entire night with any of these husband-seeking misses. Surely, none of them would risk their reputations at sunrise.”

“True enough,” Whitely agreed. “In any case, those pinned tresses come out as easily in a gazebo, a cupboard under the stairs, or even in a carriage.”

They all nodded, and then the first dance and the grand march were about to begin. Each bachelor found himself claimed by the correct young woman.

Off we go, Christopher thought.

The next hour passed and then another. At some point, they stopped serving champagne, so he knew it was about two-thirds of the way through the evening. Everyone was supposed to dry up at this point so no member of the ton disgraced him or herself by stumbling out into the streets of Marlborough Road or Pall Mall.

For his part, he had made polite conversation and feigned interest nearly as much as he could bear for one evening with both the men and the women in attendance. This was his training for Parliament, he reminded himself, where one must listen and be perceived as diplomatic and fair-minded.

Moreover, he did need to settle down sometime in the foreseeable future, and his best chance of finding a suitable wife was, unfortunately, at one of these events. But certainly not the last lady he’d just released from his arms as he vacated the dance floor. She was far too young and could hardly string two sentences together coherently while not missing a dance step. And she thought the House of Lords was where many of the aristocrats lived together, like knights of King Arthur’s mythical round table.

He had tried not to laugh and failed.

Time for fresh air, while many of the attendees were becoming frantic to squeeze the last bit of enjoyment out of the evening or, if they’d had offers, then to attach themselves to the best match they could hope for to secure a long and happy marriage. Sometimes, it happened that quickly in the span of a single ball.

He headed across the crowded room toward the south entrance and the expansive lawn, knowing he’d have to deal with romantic couples, who would eye him suspiciously if he were alone.

What’s more, it was entirely possible his name was on some lady’s card, and to his knowledge, he’d never left a lady without a dance partner, though he couldn’t be certain. Tonight might be the first time, for Christopher had simply had enough. The lady with no understanding of their nation’s government had soured him.

Making his way past the hopeful debutantes and their even more hopeful mothers, he heard his name whispered and was certain he could feel them feasting their eyes on a duke’s son. Then he stepped through the tall double doors to the fresh air. Or, at least, as fresh as London could produce, with its excess of coal fires. Tonight, they were lucky. There was a breeze blowing the foggy smoke out onto the Thames, and they probably wouldn’t need guides with torches to lead their carriage horses home.

There was no true veranda at Marlborough House, no sturdy stone railing to lean on and overlook a pretty garden—only steps to a small tiled area before the expanse of grass and more grass. Regardless of the small, rather plain, and even, some said, ugly, terrace, couples had gathered as expected for a little privacy. Their backs were firmly to any newcomers.

Christopher wasn’t interested in embarrassing any of them anyway or in ruining reputations by gossiping about those he saw.

Now what? He strolled from one side to the other, trying to keep his gaze on the tiles in front of him. Even so, he recognized Burnley’s tall form by a planter pot, leaning into the shadows of the building with his arm draped around some young woman displaying those blonde ringlets they’d discussed. Moreover, he heard his friend’s deep-timbered laugh.

Rolling his eyes and hoping for Owen’s sake the lady’s mother didn’t come outside and find them, Christopher had nearly reached the end of the terrace when he spotted a lone female figure looking out over the lawn. She remained on the tiled edge, smartly cautious of stepping onto the grass as the dewy night air would undoubtedly ruin her kid-skin dancing slippers at once.

A female alone spelled one thing: a trap. The last thing Christopher wanted was a debutante at her first ball to cry ‘seduction’ in order to become his marchioness.

No, thank you. Pivoting on his heel, he’d taken but a single step in the opposite direction when he heard, “Lord Westing.”

A familiar voice though he couldn’t quite place it. He sighed and halted.

Don’t be an idiot, he reminded himself. However, he was a gentleman, so he turned.

“I am vacating the area should you like to have it to yourself,” said the lady.

The full moon, which was playing hide-and-seek behind tattered clouds, happened to come out, and the shadows dropped away from the woman enough for him to see who it was.

“Lady Jane. I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you at first, or I would never have been so rude as to turn away without a greeting.”

She nodded. “Quite all right. What brings you out here?”

“Tedium,” he said frankly, watching her nod in agreement. “And you?”

“Similar, I suppose. I know it is the height of foolishness to be out here alone, and I’m positive I have a frantic mother inside asking everyone if they’ve seen me.”

As if she didn’t care a fig for her mother, she stayed put, and he decided to stand with her, knowing in his gut she was not the deceitful kind. After all, Jane Chatley could have snagged a man over the past three seasons if she’d wanted. He’d heard rumors more than once about some spark being hopeful with regards to earning her affection, but she’d always let them down gently. Or so the wagging tongues said.

“I have been to enough of these I no longer care,” her tone was soft as a whisper, and he frowned.

“Lady Jane, are you in distress?”

She laughed then. In rather brittle fashion for a young woman, he thought.

“Yes, Lord Westing, I believe I am. I don’t care if I ever come to another ball. Or dinner party. Or matchmaker’s breakfast, boating expedition, or picnic, for that matter.”

His sentiments exactly. “Then why do you?”

“Oh, obviously for the champagne,” she shot back, and he realized she had a glass in her hand at that very moment. She must have bribed a waiter for everyone else was gulping lemonade or even switched to the last offering of the night, water.

Then Jane laughed again. “Actually, I do love a glass of cold champagne, except if I have more than one, it seems to affect me more than anyone else I know. Thus, even that small pleasure is usually restricted.”

Usually?

“And how many have you had?”

“I’ve lost count,” she admitted. “But I feel out of kilter, so probably three. This one is not cold, alas, and it has been so long since the previous glass, it has not made me giddy with happiness. Quite the opposite.”

She was silent again for a moment, then she turned to face him, the light catching her eyes, and he thought they might be glistening. With tears?

“Why do you?” she asked. “Come to these impressively awful events, I mean?”

He thought about it. “I come to see friends, I suppose.”

She shrugged. “I don’t have friends here. I have competitors.”

He tilted his head. “Competitors?”

“Or so my mother tells me. We—all of us females—are competing for the eligible men, are we not?”

“Yet surely some of the ladies are friendly.”

“Not with me. As an earl’s daughter, I’ve always been considered a desirable match, so none of the untitled girls or even daughters of viscounts on down the line really care to befriend me. They think even if a man prefers them for their greater beauty, he’ll turn to me as the preferable choice.”

“I had no idea it was so calculating.”

She stared at him, blinking slowly.

Christopher smiled. “All right. I did indeed know it was extremely calculating as I am on the other end of those untitled females and viscounts’ daughters, and their mothers. But I thought you all stuck together.”

“Oh, no, no.” Jane Chatley shook her head. “The largest dowry or the best title wins. Or loses, as I see it, because it has meant years standing alone at these wretched affairs. The short answer to your question is, I come because I am ordered to come. My mother is confident one day a man will sweep me off my feet. I am equally confident I will end up on the shelf. I can only hope she will give up in the next year or two so I can shelve myself with a modicum of dignity, rather than being the oldest woman still dancing during a Season. Soon, I’ll be able to chaperone myself.”

She huffed and downed her warm champagne. As a gentleman, he took the empty glass from her, her gloved hand briefly in contact with his. For want of a better choice, he placed it on the tiled terrace a few feet away from her. As he turned back, she laced her fingers behind her, twiddling her thumbs and staring out into the darkness.

Most peculiar.

“I must be missing the obvious,” Christopher said, returning to her side. “You are lovely, and I know from your accomplishments with your charitable work, you are smart. You seem perfectly well spoken. And you are, as you say, an earl’s daughter. Why is it you think you should be shelved? In fact, why hasn’t a man swept you off your feet?”

She still didn’t look at him. Instead, she shrugged again. He waited. Perhaps she wasn’t going to answer.

Finally, in a tight voice, she said, “I have had a few men pursue me.”

“Ah ha.” He felt quite triumphant. She had tried to make it seem as though she were a wallflower, when he knew for a fact, she was considered a…Oh! A snout-looker!

“I wasn’t interested in them,” she continued. “It was all too clear I was being chosen for what I am, not who I am. My mother says I’m a hopeless romantic. And I confess, sometimes I do feel hopeless. A few times, though, she nearly pushed me hard enough to get her way.”

In all likelihood, his sister was incorrect about Jane Chatley—she wasn’t looking down her nose at her suitors so much as looking into her own heart and hoping for more. She wanted at least some modicum of kindred feeling.

He felt precisely the same way.

“We are more alike than not, I think,” Christopher mused. “Neither of us enjoys these social events, nor think them a very good way to find someone with whom to spend the rest of our lives.”

Jane shook her head. “No, Lord Westing, we are not anything alike. You have freedom. You can pick a spouse or choose to wait another decade. You can come out here without risk to your reputation. You can refuse to dance and be deemed mysterious and brooding, whereas if I don’t dance with every man who asks, I’m called proud and finicky—and worse behind my back.”

He experienced a taste of guilt on his tongue at having discussed her with the other men and with Amanda.

She faced him. “You also have all the power. Unless you ask for the hand of a lady who refuses you, and that is very unlikely, don’t you think?”

Then she crossed her arms. “Besides, you are incorrect. This is exactly the sort of place one finds the person with whom one will spend the rest of one’s life—and most likely, unhappily at that.”

He considered. “That’s not always the case. I know of a few who’ve found love matches during a Season.”

“A few, I suppose.” Jane paused and seemed to study his face. “I shall not, though.” She tilted her chin. “And what of you? After all the balls we’ve both attended, do you really think some young woman is going to appear on the tile or parquet, and you will stare at her,” she moved a step closer, “and she will stare back,” she looked up into his eyes, “and you will feel something—really feel something—finally, at long last?”

What in blue blazes was she doing?

They were only inches apart, and he could feel something all right—her warmth radiating from her. This close, he could see the slight rosiness to her cheeks in an otherwise pale, cream-colored complexion. A lovely face, to be sure. He’d always thought that, though in a detached, impartial way.

Now, he could see how her upper lip lifted and dipped in a pleasing manner and how full her lower lip was. Nicely plump, the kind a man wanted to run his thumb over and then soundly kiss. And her eyes were not simply blue. They were truly as blue as lapis lazuli, even in the moonlight.

Who could prefer Jane over Maggie? Why had he ever asked such a ridiculous question? They were as different as chalk and cheese, and with Jane he felt…

Spark!

His mouth suddenly dry, Christopher swallowed. And she must have seen something in his expression, for she uncrossed her arms, dropping them to her sides. Cocking her head, she sunk her straight, white teeth into that pleasingly plump lower lip of hers and frowned.

“Lady Jane,” he began, though he didn’t know exactly what he wanted to say. In any case, he wasn’t given a chance to find out.

“There you are!” It was Jane’s mother, Lady Emily Chatley.

His worst nightmare had happened. He’d been caught standing alone with an unaccompanied miss by her overbearing mother!
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Chapter Two


Utterly captivated by Jane, Christopher had forgotten the existence of Lady Emily Chatley, along with every other inhabitant of London for a few scintillating moments.

Thankfully, Jane didn’t jump back as if guilty. It would have done no good anyway, since her mother must have watched them from the top of the steps and had a good view as she descended and walked toward them.

In any case, the countess could see for herself they’d been merely standing looking at one another. She knew they had done nothing inappropriate. Except be alone.

Of course, that hadn’t stopped many a determined mother from wresting a marriage proposal out of a stammering, blindsided single man.

“Jane, what on earth are you doing out here? Dance partners have been asking for you. Yet here you are with…Lord Westing.” And the countess gave Christopher her broadest smile as if only just noticing him.

“Good evening, Lady Chatley,” he said, offering her a polite bow.

“Good evening, my lord.” Her tone becoming thickly sweet like honey as she sunk into a curtsey.

How could all the air have left this area of the outdoors, and so quickly?

Was it possible this overprotective, pushy woman was going to be his downfall at last?

For if she said anything untoward about his and Jane’s actions, Christopher would defend her and even ask for her hand if necessary.

If necessary! He was, above all, a gentleman.

“Mummy,” Jane began, but she was cut off, as her mother turned back to her.

“I find you out here alone with a man,” Lady Chatley pointed out, her tone changing to one of outrage. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

If it weren’t so serious, Christopher would have rolled his eyes at the sheer glee in the woman’s voice.

And then rescue came from an unlikely source—quiet, reserved Jane.

“Don’t be absurd, Mummy. We were not alone for a moment. There are other couples here.” She gestured as if those fifteen feet of distance between them and other couples were negligible, as if company was right at her elbow. “What’s more, I am twenty-one, quite old enough to stand where I want.”

“But, Jane, only think—”

“Only think how your friend, Lady Westing, would appreciate the way her son kept me safe out here.” She took a step away from him at last.

Then with a glance at him, Jane said, “I bid you good night, my lord.”

He was almost too shocked to speak, but she offered him a quirky smile of triumph and an arched lift of one lovely eyebrow, and he recovered.

“Good night, Lady Jane, and you, too, Lady Chatley,” he added to her mother.

Jane walked away, seemingly assured her mother would follow. It appeared she was not going to cower or let herself be pushed into a marriage, not even with him, a marquess.

Bravo! But would she hate being married to him so very much?

Her mother gave him a long, lingering look, her lips pursed with disapproval as if she’d expected him to step up and offer for her daughter, even though he hadn’t done anything wrong.

With a loud sniff and a tilt to her chin even higher than Jane’s, Lady Emily Chatley marched off.

The terrace seemed quite empty without Jane. Christopher stared after her, glad at having the opportunity for their first long talk, and he wondered why he’d never really noticed her before except in the most superficial way, to nod at politely in passing, even to dance with once or twice.

Strange. Was he seeing her differently or had she changed?

Deciding to go back inside lest some other young lady and her mother approach with less than desirable consequences, Christopher decided to find Jane again and see if there was any space left on her dance card.
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“I refuse to discuss Lord Westing,” Jane said, feeling as if her backbone had never been stronger. She would not give her mother even a hint she liked Christopher. Her tendre for him, just a gentle preference for the man above all others, had been her small secret for years, and she liked the fact no one else on earth knew it. Her mother would make her life intolerable if she knew, for she would start to throw Jane at him upon every occasion.

Instead, by confiding in no one, Jane could be near him when she pleased, could watch him, even speak to him, without anyone tittering behind her fan or whispering behind his glove. And up until that evening, it had meant the lack of pressure from her mother.

At Marlborough House, Jane had allowed herself the pleasure of approaching Christopher and taking a drink from the same tray precisely when he did. He’d been forced to look at her and acknowledge her presence. And she’d taken the moment to make eye contact, letting the pleasure of seeing him permeate her being as it always did. Then she’d moved away.

She’d never dreamed he would come outside when she was staring at the stars and wishing herself far away, never imagined they would share a moment—not an extremely romantic one, but intimate all the same. And then, when it was getting even more interesting, her mother had shown up and ruined it all.

They climbed into Jane’s father’s carriage, a man she saw infrequently. It used to bother her, long ago when she was a young girl, yet it no longer did. She was more upset on her mother’s behalf because everyone knew the Earl of Chatley had a wandering eye. It was his love of women—many women—that kept him away from home, sometimes for weeks at a time, in France, Spain, and sometimes, somewhere in London with a mistress.

Love was probably the wrong word for it.

More and more, when he was home, he enjoyed a large quantity of gin at all hours. Or maybe he always had, and Jane hadn’t realized until she grew older and understood what the pleasant scent always clinging to her father really was.

In any case, he was an earl and a wealthy one at that, so he could do what he pleased, and the ton turned a blind eye.

As for her mother, the countess acted as if her husband didn’t exist. She lived for Jane, her only child who’d survived infancy. And she devoted all her energy first into her daughter’s upbringing, and for the past few years, into getting her well-married.

“But, Jane dear, he is a marquess, heir to a dukedom. You had him alone. You could have said anything at all had happened, and he would have been yours for the taking if he had even a modicum of decency, which I’ve heard Lord Westing has in spades.”

At first, Jane didn’t say anything as they headed home. After the scene on the terrace, she had walked straight to the coat room and gathered her coat and street shoes, regardless of any names still on her dance card.

In the spacious carriage, she let her mother prattle on, wondering if it were too late to still make a claim of impropriety against him.

“To what end?” Jane asked at last.

Her mother stared at her as if she were a simpleton.

“So you can marry him, of course! Why else would we go to these events?”

Jane nearly swore with exasperation. The very idea she would coerce Lord Westing into marrying her—how humiliating! And him, of all people, whom Jane actually admired. He spoke intelligently and thoughtfully, whenever she heard him. He made people around him laugh in a kind way, not with spiteful comments. Of course, he was ridiculously handsome, and those gorgeous blue eyes!

She sighed. Tonight, she’d had the pleasure of gazing into them for the longest period of time ever.

“Not another word on this matter, Mummy. I will not let you sully my brief encounter with Lord Westing. Besides, his mother is your friend.”

Her mother crossed her arms, looking sullen, and Jane felt a moment’s sympathy. Her mother was only trying to get her settled.

“I certainly hope you enjoy yourself a little because one of us should for all the expense you and Father put into each Season. And you know how I loathe each and every ball.”

“I liked dancing when I was young,” Lady Chatley said before giving a profound sniff.

“You secured your husband during your second Season,” Jane pointed out, “and thus could dance or not dance. You chose to dance and had a steady partner.”

At least, her father, by all accounts, had been steady at the time. Only after the wedding and the begetting of his heir, did he start to wander. She was a little surprised he hadn’t pressed for another boy after their only son died a month following his celebrated birth. Yet Charles Chatley had, by all accounts, abandoned his family for whatever pleasures he could find nearly as soon as Jane was out of the womb, appearing lusty with health and beauty.

How could her mother not want to take a whip to the Earl of Chatley?

“You could have had the Earl of Cambrey last year,” her mother continued. “Or was it the year before?”

“Mummy, John Angsley and I never had feelings for each other. That was entirely in your own head.”

“Bah! Feelings!” her mother grumbled. “You two made a splendid couple.”

“We never did. John always had his eyes on Margaret Blackwood and his heart was entirely hers.”

“Blackwood,” Lady Emily scoffed. “A baron’s daughter.”

Jane rolled her eyes. Her mother’s generation saw only the ranks of the peers and not the people behind the titles. She could as easily be happy if she fell headlong in love with a banker, tailor, or even a footman. However, since she never spent time with anyone other than the cream of London’s society, that was highly unlikely.

Moreover, Jane knew it would mean extreme ostracism, even banishment from all she’d ever known. Not to mention how emasculating it would be for a man of the lower classes to marry a woman of the highest level of aristocracy.

“What if I never marry?” she mused.

“Jane!”

“Why is that so terrible, Mummy? You seem to take it as a personal failure should I decide to live the life of a bluestocking or perhaps open an orphanage or a home for wayward girls. Or what if I choose to do absolutely nothing except enjoy my life?”

Her mother opened her mouth, then closed it. Then, finally, when she could speak, she asked, “How could you enjoy life if you were unmarried?”

Jane supposed she would keep company with other spinsters or hire a companion so she could freely go to the theatre and concerts and riding. It sounded rather wonderful.

“How much joy has your marriage brought you?” she asked her mother in return.

The countess was too self-aware of her own marital disaster to let that barb even touch her.

“I have you,” her mother said, “thus I enjoy my life very much.”

“By living it through your hopes for me? Then I should think you wouldn’t want me to marry at all. What would you do with yourself if I marry?”

“If? What has got into you, Jane? If! You shall, and then you will have lovely children. Hopefully a large brood.”

“And then I shall find myself sitting at these same awful social events watching my offspring dance and try to snag their own husband or wife. That sounds like perpetual hell.”

“Jane!”

“Mummy, what will you do with yourself if—sorry—when I marry?”

Lady Emily Chatley got a dreamy look on her face, not at all what Jane had expected.

Hm. Jane couldn’t begin to fathom what that look meant. And then they were home, on Hanover Square. As soon as their butler opened the front door, Jane knew her father had returned for the distinct scent of his pipe filled the air.

Why this caused anxiety, she couldn’t say, but her stomach tightened. She wanted to love her father, though she certainly did not like him. She knew one flight up, probably with his legs and boots upon the sofa in the drawing room, her father would be stretched out, his once-handsome now ruddy face smiling at whatever private thoughts crossed his mind, a large glass of gin in one hand, and his pipe in the other.

Glancing back, she saw some inscrutable expression flash across her mother’s face, before the look of acceptance was fixed in place.

And then, as they climbed the stairs, they heard the booming voice of the Earl of Chatley after being told they were home.

“Where are my lovely ladies?”
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Christopher couldn’t get Jane Chatley off his mind. He’d seen her differently the night before and wondered why it never occurred to him she was more than a good mind and a pretty face. She had personality to spare.

And, of course, she had a shapely figure. Most of the girls at the balls did. It wasn’t until after the wedding they began to loosen their corsets and eat more than air. Though he’d seen Jane’s mother, and she hadn’t let herself go. She was still fair of face and svelte, not a big bear of a woman as many of the mothers were.

Shame about her husband. Even his generation, who generally only whispered and gossiped about one another, knew of the excesses of the countess’s profligate husband, Charles Chatley.

Since Lady Chatley was attractive, he wondered what drove the earl to stray like an alley cat.

Undoubtedly seeing a father behave thusly had colored Jane’s view of men. Plainly speaking, she had no tolerance for simply marrying a titled man and hoping for the best. That clearly hadn’t worked for her mother.

Christopher maintained he and Jane were rather like-minded, despite how she had protested. True, the men at those infernal events of the Season had the power, at least initially. If a man fell for a woman, though, suddenly, she could lead him about by his heartstrings. He’d seen it happen, though not with his friends Burnley and Whitely. Not yet anyway.

He grinned. That would be something to witness with Burnley, who seemed to fall in love on a weekly basis, though it always turned out to be mere temporary infatuation. As soon as some divinely feminine creature blew her nose too loudly, he was finished with her.

The next day, to the sound of banging, he went downstairs, following the noise to the basement level and into the kitchens. It looked like a battlefield. In the middle of it, his father stood proudly surveying the workmen around him.

“What the devil are you doing, old man?” Christopher asked him.

“The future, my boy.”

Christopher glanced around. “The future is a wrecked kitchen, is it?”

“The future is a pristine kitchen without dirty coal.”

“I see. What is the cook going to use? You do know wood has been scarce since the sixteenth century, Father.” He smiled, wondering if his mother had seen this yet. The Duchess of Westing’s perfectly coifed hair would undoubtedly stand on end.

“Wood?” his father repeated, then he laughed. “Oh, a joke, I see. Haha, my boy. No, not wood, gas!”

“As in street lamp gas?” Christopher asked.

“Exactly. You know my friend Soyer.”

“The chef at your club, yes.”

“Smart man. He’s redone his own kitchen over with a gas stove, says it’s quick and clean. Remarkable. I went and saw it myself. Even lit it. Fabulous.”

Christopher took a closer look at the rubber lines that were in place, lying in trenches, where they’d torn up the floor.

“And Mother knows about this?”

“Well,” the duke hesitated. “She knows I’m remodeling a little.”

Christopher grinned again. “Like when you decided to add a little bathroom upstairs and added two of them with hot-water pipes and separate water closets, or spend a little money to revamp the mews behind the house or—”

“I take your meaning. But a happy cook is a happy house.”

“I think that saying applies to a happy wife, Father.”

Lord Westing shrugged and looked around again. “It will be wonderful.”

“But no one will even see it,” Christopher pointed out.

His father frowned. “Of course they will. Just like with the bathing rooms, I’ll take every guest on a tour.”

Christopher shook his head. “And how are we to eat in the meantime?”

“Ah, well, I’m going to the Reform Club.”

“Where Soyer is the chef? Perhaps he suggested this remodeling to get your patronage at the club. Maybe they charge extra for people who’ve destroyed their own perfectly good kitchens.” But he was hungry. “I guess I’ll come with you. What about the rest of the family?”

“They will go to your aunt’s home. Every morning and evening until this is finished. In fact, I think your mother said something about taking your sister and staying there until…hmm, come to think of it, her words weren’t very friendly, and she has left already.”

By this time, Christopher couldn’t contain his mirth and was laughing uproariously.

“You may have gained a gas stove and lost a duchess.”

“Don’t be absurd,” his father said, but he didn’t sound too sure of himself. “Anyway, let’s go. Are you ready, my boy?”

“Always, Father.”
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In a short while, Christopher found himself dining at the Reform Club, the political headquarters of the Liberal Party, and a masterpiece of architecture in the Italian palazzo style. Even if it had looked like an ugly hovel, Christopher would have gone to the club for Chef Soyer’s cooking was sublime. If the new gas stove in his family home caused their own cook to turn out dishes anything like the brilliant French chef’s, the nuisance of installation would be worth it.

While his father was socializing with some of the others, most of them members of Parliament, Christopher sat down to eat. Then, when he realized his father had taken a seat with Sir William Molesworth, one of the club’s esteemed founders, he knew he’d be dining alone.

It gave him a chance to listen to many conversations at once, as he was interested in both the Whigs and the Radicals who frequented the place. What’s more, he also had time to think, and what he thought about was Jane Chatley. For some inexplicable reason, he couldn’t get her out of his head. Nor did he want to.

Why not pursue the sentiment and see where it led? Indeed, why not pursue the lady?

Lord Darkness coming soon – please subscribe to www.dragonbladepublishing.com for updates
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