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UNEQUAL CONTEST

He kissed her.

And she kissed him. It was the embarrassment of the moment that caused it—the heat she had been feeling, and the anger, and the throbbing of all her pulses. It was not her. It was not her normal sensible self.

"You have forgotten something," he said in that low bedroom voice, his eyes on her lips.

"Forgotten?"

"That you were going to slap my face if ever I tried to kiss you again," he said.

Diana had thought it would be child's play to deal with the desires of the notorious Marquess of Kenwood. But she had not expected to have to defeat her own. . . .
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"You are not at the Cholmondley ball, Jack?"

The Marquess of Kenwood eyed his questioner steadily. Since he was sitting in the lounge of White's Club, well into his cups, his boots crossed at the ankles on the table in front of him, surrounded by 
a large group of similarly idle gentlemen, it seemed perfectly obvious to him that he was not at the Cholmondley ball.

"No," he said.

The newcomer sniggered. "Afraid old Cholmondley might find you closeted somewhere with his wife," 
he said, "and cut up nasty?"

The marquess raised a quizzing glass to his eye. Not that he saw the other with any great clarity even with its aid. Having spent a rare and thoroughly congenial evening at the club with male companions in order to celebrate the birthday of one of them, he was, he freely admitted to himself, at least three parts foxed. Three parts out of four, that was.

"Lady Cholmondley?" he said. "She must be all of three weeks in my past, Hartley. Where y' been? 
To the Orient and back?"

"There have been five or six since then,'' another gentleman said—the one who had loosened his neckcloth and slung it up onto one shoulder for greater comfort. "Molly Haines. Annette what's-her-name. That little dancer." He counted them off on his fingers and frowned in concentration. "The one with the orange curls."

"Sally Strange," someone else said.

The Marquess of Kenwood raised his half-empty brandy glass to his eye and squinted through the liquid. Pretty colors.

"How d'you do it, Jack?" one inebriated and portly member asked enviously.

"What?" someone else said in the bored accents of a true aristocrat. "You don't know how to do it, Maurice? And you in your thirtieth year?"

Poor Maurice became the instant victim of a loud burst of bawdy guffaws.

"No, really," he persisted. "There can't be a libertine in all England to rival Jack."

No one appeared to object to Maurice's choice of word. It was clearly an enviable thing to be a notorious libertine.

The marquess regarded his boots modestly and took another sizeable swallow from his glass. "Can I help it if I was born irresistible to the fair sex?" he asked of no one in particular. He yawned until his jaws cracked. "Women! They're the only thing that makes life worth living." His words sounded strange to his own ears. They were rolling themselves together around his tongue.

"I daresay there ain't a female in all England who could resist Jack if he set his mind to having her," Maurice said admiringly, addressing the company at large.

The Queen of England, the marquess thought dully, wondering if his boots really had moved farther away. But they couldn't have—his feet were still attached to them. It was a long time since he had been this foxed. He was going to suffer in the morning. And Carter was going to poker up and look disdainfully along that sharp nose of his. A pox on all valets. An arrogant breed.

"Oh, come now," Elwood Rittsman said. He sounded damnably sober. "No female? That Is a little hard to believe. Even Kenwood must suffer failure on occasion."

The marquess raised his quizzing glass again and finally found Rittsman through it. He seemed to recall that he had always detested the man. Big and brawny enough to be a prize pugilist, Rittsman nevertheless was sneaky in the ring. He had a habit of dancing around his opponent, just out of range of any really bruising fist, until he could do something to distract the other's attention. Then he used his own left—a punishing and unfair blow. The marquess knew. He had suffered an enlarged and painful nose not a year ago in just that way.

"No female," he said with theatrical clarity, working his tongue carefully around the words.

''Oh, I say.'' Someone, even at this late hour, had a voice of enthusiasm. "Do I smell a wager?"

The word was like an instant tonic to the flagging energies and clouded brains of a dozen late-night revelers. Everyone came happily alive. A few gentlemen who had not even been part of the group strolled over from other corners of the room. A wager—any wager—was the very lifeblood of the gentlemen's clubs, the one diversion that could revitalize even the most jaded of temperaments.

A wager? Who was wagering about what for what? Devil take it—Lord Kenwood lowered his quizzing glass and looked ruefully at the inch of brandy left in his glass—but he was drunk. Not foxed. Not in his cups. Drunk, pure and simple. But that wager had to do with him. And that snake, Rittsman.

"A wager," he told his glass firmly, nodding his head.

"A wager," Rittsman said coolly.

Someone snapped his fingers and sent a waiter running for the betting book, quill pens, and inkwell.

Someone took command of the situation—Bedard, the marquess saw when he looked up and yawned loudly.

"We have to decide upon a female," Bedard said.

"For what?" someone else asked. "What is Jack to do with her? Kiss her? Elope with her? Marry her?"

"I'm not marrying anyone," the marquess said firmly, rousing himself. ''If I have t'marry her, there's no wager.''

"Bed her, of course," Rittsman said impatiently.

Rittsman was doubtless the only sober man present, the marquess thought, with the uncomfortable feeling that he was at a decided disadvantage. Exactly what was he in the process of doing? But no matter. Life was confoundedly dull these days with only a parcel of young misses cavorting around for the Season, looking for husbands. He had no interest in young misses.

A lengthy and lively discussion ensued on who the fortunate female was to be whom the Marquess of Kenwood was to seduce. He was relieved to hear the chivalrous voice of one of his friends immediately declare that they must on no account choose any young virgin of the ton. Mrs. Mackenzie was rejected because she was too easy—and indeed she was. The marquess had been fending off her advances for two years or more. After hearing her name, he lost interest in the discussion for a while, finding a spot on his boots vastly more fascinating. Carter would look at him accusingly when he saw it, as if he had deliberately stepped into a puddle of mud. He could recall doing no such thing.

"She has to be available," someone was saying, objecting to the name of a lady who had sailed for America two weeks before. "But she has to be someone who is not at all easy."

That was when Ernie woke up. Not that Ernie, Lord Crensford, had been sleeping exactly. But if he himself was drunk, the marquess thought, fixing his eyes on his young relative, then Ernie might be said to have all but drowned in alcohol. His eyes were fixed and glazed, his face as white as parchment. Lord Kenwood winced mentally when he imagined the size of Ernie's headache the next day.

"Diana," he said. "Nob'dy c'd ever sh'duce Diana."

There was a polite pause in the conversation, a tribute befitting the resurrection of one who had appeared quite dead only a moment before.

"Diana?" the Honorable Lester Houndsleigh said. "You mean Diana Ingram, Ernie? Teddy's Diana?"

Lord Crensford nodded gravely. "Un'shaibble virtue," he said, and forgot to stop nodding.

"I say," someone else said, "that ain't the Miss Diana Winters who married your brother, is it, Ernie?"

Lord Crensford continued to nod.

Miss Diana Winters? There was an awed buzz in the room.

Everyone remembered Miss Diana Winters, that most exquisitely beautiful young lady who had taken the ton by storm five Seasons before—and who had disappointed a score of hopeful hearts and more score of less hopeful ones at the end of that Season by marrying the Reverend Edward Ingram, youngest son of the Earl and Countess of Rotherham and going off with him to a country parsonage somewhere.

Everyone also remembered how remote and aloof she had been, how impossible it had been to charm her, to lure her into anything that she did not wish to do. And she had never seemed to wish to do anything that would take her alone into any man's company. Some people had dubbed her an ice maiden, but she had been too beautiful to ignore, too lovely not to sigh over.

Something like a collective sigh passed around the lounge at White's.

The Marquess of Kenwood did not know who Miss Diana Winters was. Or rather, he did know who she was. She was Teddy Ingram's wife. His widow, rather. Teddy had died more than a year before. But he had never met her, even though he was somehow related to the Ingrams. It was not a close relationship, though his mother would have been able to tell him exactly what it was. It involved some seconds or thirds and a few removes, he seemed to remember.

He had been in Scotland that summer—with that delectable little actress, whose name and face eluded his memory for the moment. He had missed the Season and the family wedding.

"Shall we agree to Mrs. Diana Ingram, then?" the cool voice of Rittsman was asking him.

"Oh, I shay." Lord Crensford was rubbing his unshaven chin with one hand. "Not Diana. Reshpect'ble female, y'know. M'shishter-'n-law. Teddy's widow, y'know." He ended his protest by belching.

"Mrs. Diana Ingram," the marquess agreed with a nod. "But how am I supposed to meet her? Never seen her in my life."

Lord Crensford hiccuped. "Going t'Roth'rum Hall next week," he said. "P'pa's birthday. Everybody going. Whole fam'ly. Cousins. Aunts." He waved an expansive hand. "Ever'buddy."

"It is time I renewed my acquaintance with my relatives, the earl and countess, your parents," the Marquess of Kenwood said, his voice sounding quite sober to his ears in comparison to Ernie's efforts. "Are you going too, Ernie? I'll come with you."

"Eh?" Lord Crensford said. "I'm going? 'F course I'm going, Jack. Desh'n—dec'nt of you t'say you'll come with me. Lester's coming too."

Ah, yes, the marquess thought, Lester Houndsleigh was quite a close relative. He and Ernie were second cousins.

"It is settled, then," he said, emptying his glass in one gulp.

But of course there were still other tedious details to settle. How long should he be given to accomplish his task of seduction? Seduction, Rittsman called it. Rubbish, of course. He had never in his life had to seduce any female. Indeed, he sometimes found one in his bed whom he had not strictly invited there. Not that he had ever turned a female out of his bed, of course, invited or uninvited.

"Two weeks," he said.

Rittsman snorted.

They settled on one month.

"What proof will I have?" Rittsman asked.

The marquess fixed him with a bleary eye. "What proof d'you want?" he said. "D'you want to stand at the foot of the bed?"

Someone—Maurice, he thought—indignantly declared that since Jack was a gentleman, his word must be trusted. Everyone else agreed, and Rittsman had no choice but to do so too.

"What are the stakes to be?" someone else asked.

"Five hundred pounds," Rittsman said.

"A thousand pounds," the marquess said recklessly and simultaneously.

They settled on five hundred guineas.

And at last there seemed to be no other detail to settle. The wager was duly written into the betting book and signed by the principals and two witnesses, and the marquess reeled his way home to bed. He left behind him a large group of gentlemen eagerly placing their own bets. Most of them bet—and heavily too—on the marquess.

Lord Crensford was looking pale and confused, and continued to mumble that they must choose, another female.

The Marquess of Kenwood, sinking into his pillows less than an hour later and closing his eyes so that he would not have to look into the dignified and sour face of his valet, wondered exactly what it was he had done at White's. Something suitably mad, he supposed, considering the fact that he did not often get drunk and so had little experience in avoiding rash actions when he did. He would sleep for a while. Perhaps it would all go away by the morning. Perhaps he would wake up sane and sober and headache-free.

Some chance!

Teddy Ingram. Thin and bookish and serious he had been when Lord Kenwood had known him. What the deuce could he expect the widow to be like?

This was a house party to be looked forward to, indeed. Perhaps he should fill up the china bowl on the washstand with water, plunge his head in, and forget to pull it out again.

He groaned and turned gingerly onto his side. He would swear off liquor from this moment on. Never again. He would never again touch a drop of the stuff. Devil's brew.


*  *  *

Mrs. Diana Ingram had a headache even before she went to bed. She dreaded having headaches. They did not come often, but when they did, they did not know when to leave again.

"Put off your journey for a few more days, dear," her mother suggested, rubbing her cold hands before she retired to her room for the night. "The earl's birthday is not for another two weeks, after all."

Diana sighed. "You do not know how you tempt me, Mama," she said. "But I must go tomorrow. If I put it off for a week, I will merely have to go through all this again. And Bridget has my trunk all packed."

"I don't like it anyway, love." Her father peered at her over the top of his book and over the top of his spectacles. "You going all that way with only Bridget for company."

"But I will be leaving early in the morning, Papa, so that I might complete the journey in one day," 
Diana said. "And you know very well that if we should encounter any unfortunate highwaymen, Jimmy and Henry up on the box will frighten them away—Jimmy with his colorful language and Henry with those bushy eyebrows." She made an effort to smile.

"And Bridget with her shrieks," Sir Godfrey Winters agreed reluctantly. "One would have thought there was a whole army of mice in the pantry yesterday instead of just one. That woman must have been blessed at birth with a double set of lungs."

"I hate the thought of your going away, dear," Lady Winters said, squeezing her daughter's hands. "But perhaps the best thing for you at the moment is to be in company again. You have been very dull here in the last year."

"But it has been so peaceful," Diana said with a sigh, "and very much what I have needed. I can only just begin to think of Teddy without being in danger of becoming a watering pot. How can I possibly start looking about me for a new husband?"

Her father lowered his book. "You must assert yourself, love," he said. "It seems queer to me, anyway, that the countess would write to tell you that she is going to find you a husband among her houseguests or in the neighborhood when Ingram was her own son. You would think she would dread the time when you remarry."

"But the Countess of Rotherham has always been an incurable matchmaker, dear," his wife reminded him.

"Well, anyway—" Sir Godfrey removed his spectacles—

"you don't have to marry anyone you don't fancy, Diana. The countess cannot force you. And you know you will always have a home here with Mama and me. Besides, you proved once before that you have a mind of your own. No one expected you to marry Ingram—ourselves included— when you had so many gentlemen of rank and fortune dangling after you. But you did marry him, and I have to admit now that you made a good choice. A decent man, Ingram. Too bad he didn't look after himself better when he caught that chill."

Diana's eyes filled with tears, and Lady Winters looked reproachfully at her husband.

"You are right, Papa," Diana said, getting to her feet. "I do not have to accept any of the suitors my mother-in-law chooses for me. And perhaps she will change her mind. Or perhaps there will be no one eligible there. It is a family party, after all."

She crossed the room to kiss him on the cheek and turned to hug her mother. But the headache persisted as she climbed the stairs to her bed. And it was not helped by the concern of Bridget, who tiptoed about her room but forgot not to slam doors and drawers, and who whispered but forgot to stop doing so.

Diana sometimes thought that Bridget must have been born talking and not have stopped since. It was easy most of the time to be entertained and even amused by what the maid said, and it had become a habit to confide in her. But the whispering on this particular evening was more irritating than a repetition of the screeching in the pantry the day before would have been.

Bridget had come to the parsonage to cook for Teddy before his marriage. When he had brought his wife there, the girl had confided to Diana her lifelong ambition to be a lady's maid. Since her cooking left something to be desired, Diana had quickly promoted—or demoted—her to the position of her own personal maid and had done the cooking herself. Teddy could not afford to hire another servant, though his parents constantly pressed him to allow them to hire a whole contingent for him.

Diana refused Bridget's suggestion that she take some laudanum to help her sleep. She hated to take any medicine except when absolutely necessary.

"I have to be up early," she explained. "I don't want to have a thick head, Bridget."

"A thick head might be better than a sore head, mum, Lord love you," Bridget whispered. "But there, you was ever stubborn. Wouldn't take a thing when the poor dear reverend passed on, you wouldn't, though everyone else about you was having the vapors and dosing up all week before the funeral."

' 'I wish I didn't have to go." Diana pressed a warm hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. "They are so very kind, Bridget. So very affectionate. And so very overbearing. They were never reconciled to the Reverend Ingram's taking a country parsonage when they had hoped for something much grander for him. Now they want to make it up to me. They want to arrange a splendid match for me. I don't 
want another husband—not yet anyway. And when I do, I want to be free to choose him myself."

"But it is time you was enjoying yourself again, mum," Bridget whispered. "You so young still and so pretty. And always so quiet and so dull at the parsonage. P'raps there will be somebody there for you, mum—some handsome gent what will sweep you off your feet."

Diana groaned. "Sometimes, Bridget," she said, "you are no help at all."

But she did want to marry again, she thought after her maid had finally tiptoed from the room and slammed the door firmly behind her. She was three-and-twenty and burning for some gaiety in her life. It was just that the feeling seemed so disloyal.

She had been exceedingly fond of Teddy. She had married him for all the wrong reasons—she had acknowledged that long ago, soon after their marriage. She had been so very young and naive when her parents had taken her to London for a Season, and quite alarmed by her own success. She had not known what to do with it. Fashionable gentlemen had terrified her. She had never known how to look at them, what to say to them, how to behave toward them. So she had frozen up and watched 
in dismay as they became worshipful and even more ardent in their admiration.

Teddy had been different. Unworldly, unfashionable, bookish, unhandsome. She had felt very safe with him, very comfortable. And so she had accepted without hesitation his offer when it came.

It was not a good reason for marriage. But she had made it work. She had often been bored at the parsonage, and she had often looked at Teddy and wished he could be more romantic, more amorous, more—something. But he had been kind and affectionate and she had grown to love him. Not in the way she dreamed of loving a man, perhaps, but dreams were never reality anyway.

She had grown to love him dearly and had concentrated all her energies on making him comfortable. She had resolutely shut her mind to the boredom and tedium of her life.

Her world had been shattered by his untimely and quite unnecessary death. For a few months she had thought she would never stop crying. She had thought that the sun would never shine for her again, that nothing would ever happen again to give her the energy to live. Despite the invitation to make her home at Rotherham Hall, she had returned to her papa's house, taking Bridget with her, and had lived there 
ever since.

If living were the right word. It had been a suspended life. She had worn black for Teddy inside and out. And somehow it had become a comfortable way of life. While part of her yearned for gaiety and a renewal of life, the other part clung to its cocoon. It was safer to remain inside it. It was less likely that she would have to experience again the pain of losing someone around whom her life had come to revolve.

But tomorrow she would be leaving for Rotherham Hall. She was to spend three weeks there with other members of the earl's family, celebrating his sixty-fifth birthday. It should have been safe. They were all family. But the countess had a strange definition of family. It consisted of far more than children and brothers and sisters, aunts, uncles, nephews, nieces, and cousins. People of quite remote connection 
were considered family.

This house party was not safe at all. And the countess had openly admitted in a letter inviting—or summoning—Diana that she was going to find her a new husband.

It should have been laughable. After all, Diana had chosen her own first husband without any help from anyone at all, and had clung to her choice even when her parents had tried to talk her out of it. And she was three-and-twenty, a quite adult woman with a mind of her own.

But she knew the Countess of Rotherham. She was fond of her. How could she not be? Both the earl and the countess had doted on Teddy, and their love had extended to her when she had married him. But she knew that the countess was an incurable matchmaker. She had seen her in action on more than one occasion, but had never thought to be a victim herself one day. It was the countess's boast that she had never failed to bring together two people once her mind was set on a certain match. It was also her boast that not one of those marriages had ever turned out unhappily.

Diana had the feeling that her mother-in-law would be a formidable adversary.

And tomorrow it was all to begin. Out of her cocoon and into her mother-in-law's clutches.

Hence the headache.

She burrowed farmer under the bedclothes and tried to shut her mind to what might be facing her. She must get some sleep. She had to be up early, and the day would be a long and tedious one of travel.

But sleep could not be willed. She shut her eyes tight and tried to lose herself in one of the fantasies she had begun indulging in quite soon after her marriage while she lay beside her quietly snoring husband trying to get to sleep. She had pot encouraged them very much since his death—they had made her feel too guilty and too empty.

And they would not serve now either. Her mind was just too addled with the knowledge that the next day she was going to have to step out of her mourning—though she had given up wearing black and even gray a month before—and into life again.

She tried to find some cool part of her hands or wrists to set against her throbbing forehead, and turned restlessly onto her side.

She wished she weren't going to Rotherham Hall.

She wished her headache would go away.

She wished Teddy were there and snoring at her side.

She wished that somewhere in her future there could be a man who would make the world an exciting place in which to live.

Teddy. Teddy.
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Since the Earl and Countess of Rotherham were expecting eighteen guests—not including the two infant children of their eldest son—to arrive all within a few days of one another, it was no particularly strange occurrence that two groups of them should be travelling along the same stretch of road ten miles from Rotherham Hall at the same time.

Even so, it was probable that the two groups concerned would have remained totally unaware of one another's presence had the clouds that had been hovering threateningly over them for several hours not chosen to empty their contents on their heads and on the roadway toward the middle of the afternoon. They were quite reckless clouds. There was no thought to reserving some of their moisture so that they could rain merrily down for the next several hours. They emptied their load all in one glorious downpour. It was over in less than an hour.

The road became a glistening and oozing quagmire. Impassable, one might have said, except that there were a closed carriage, a gentleman's curricle, and a horse and rider who had to pass somewhere or huddle in misery beneath a hedge.

The Marquess of Kenwood, who was on the horse's back, would gladly have huddled. His horse's hooves were generously spattering him with mud, a steady waterfall from the brim of his hat was obstructing his line of vision, and an equally steady and cold stream was finding its way down the back of his collar. Who would have known it was June? He shivered.

However, he looked up and unhunched his shoulders at a shout from Lester Houndsleigh, a passenger in Ernie's new curricle, followed the direction of Lester's pointing finger, and saw a blessed sight indeed. A squat and ugly inn, sitting smugly almost on the road a few hundred yards distant, looked good enough to be heaven's gate. Images of a dry taproom, a warm fire, and a spicy glass of ale took his lordship's mind off the lesser comfort of a hedgerow.

Lord Crensford, inordinately proud of his new curricle and equally new pair of matched grays, purchased from Tatter-sail's only two days before, was not to be deterred by the small matter of a little mud on the road. Or by a great deal of mud, for that matter. The inn must be reached and disembarked at, of course—the cloudburst was deucedly inconvenient. But with such a splendid new vehicle to tool along 
in, there was no reason whatsoever for caution. And it would be quite, quite demeaning to slow down behind the large, plain carriage that moved at a cautious snail's pace along the road ahead of him.

The marquess watched through the curtain of the waterfall before his eyes as his mad relative pulled his curricle across the roadway, quickened his pace—actually quickened it!—and swayed and slithered past the carriage.

And drove on blithely, totally unaware of the drama unfolding behind his back.

Lord Kenwood took a firm grasp of his horse's reins and drew it to a cautious halt as he watched, tense and helpless.

The carriage slid sideways, slithered, rocked, spun, and slid some more. The horses slid and squealed and reared. Probably no more than a few seconds passed before the coachman, with consummate skill and marvellously profane language, succeeded in halting carriage and horses, all of them upright and unharmed, though by the time he had completed his task the carriage was facing one hedge, and the horses were facing back in the direction from which they had come.

And such an unholy caterwauling was issuing from inside the carriage that the marquess—reason not taking much of a hand in his thinking at such a moment of crisis—was convinced that there must be at least a dozen maidens in distress locked up inside.

Ernie should be strung up by his thumbs, he thought grimly as he threw himself from his horse's back, landed with a loud splat in the mud, and raced to the door of the carriage. He had flung it open almost before the final oath of the coachman had drowned in the rain.

"You are quite safe now, ladies," the marquess announced as if he were personally and solely responsible for saving them from the horrors of hell.

His brain soon registered the fact that there were only two of them. A buxom maid, who might be passably pretty when she finally got around to closing her mouth and allowing the blood to flow from her face to some other part of her body, and when she lifted her mobcap back on top of her head where it belonged instead of down over her eyebrows where it had slipped, was screeching as if demented. It was a shame she had had the misfortune to be born female, the marquess thought irrelevantly. The army had thereby lost an excellent sergeant major.

Fallen sideways against her by the violent swaying of the carriage, and not yet put to rights again, was a lady. An exquisitely pretty young lady, whose pale blue pelisse and dress and white petticoats and stockings made her appear startlingly fragile and feminine in contrast to the misery of the elements outside the conveyance.

Of course, the petticoats and the stockings should not have been displayed to his interested gaze. Neither should a pair of slender and shapely legs, bared almost to the knees. And her bonnet was doubtless not positioned to her liking, skewed around on her head as it was so that one side of it almost covered her right eye while the other side was pushed back to reveal a riot of shining fair curls.

"Oh," she said, pushing away from her maid with ungainly haste and appearing undecided for a paralyzed moment—a delightful moment for the marquess—whether her bonnet or her skirts were in most urgent need of attention.

She finally decided on the bonnet. "Do control yourself, Bridget. As this gentleman has just said, we are quite safe now. I thank you for your concern, sir, but do you happen to be the imbecile who overtook us just now under such shocking conditions?"

"No, ma'am." No sense of loyalty impelled Lord Kenwood to speak up in defense of his traveling companions. Not at least when the lady blushed so hotly and becomingly and looked so prettily mortified as she brushed her skirts down and realized just how much leg she had been displaying for his delight. "I cannot imagine anyone having such a criminal lack of sense. I trust you are unhurt?"

"Yes, I thank you." She sat prim and perfect. And as cold as the raindrops that were dripping down his neck. The maid beside her had fallen silent and lifted her mobcap to its more customary position atop her head.

Alas, the marquess thought, touching his hat, sketching a bow, and withdrawing his head into the storm again, there was no occasion after all to leap into the carriage in order to calm the hysterical females in his strong and very willing male arms. Only the maid had been hysterical, and one word from her mistress had had the effect of calming her.

A very disappointing encounter. It had had strong romantic possibilities. Not that he was much given to romance, it was true. It had had such . . . possibilities, he amended in his mind.

Those two idiots were probably already steaming themselves before a fire, he thought, grimacing at the sight of his boots as he mounted into his saddle again. The curricle was already being led into the coachhouse beside the inn. They had doubtless not even glanced back to see that all was safe behind them.

Well, if there was one consolation in the events of the last hour it was that the lady of the delightful legs would probably be forced to put up at the inn too. It would be suicide to try to continue. He might have another chance with her. Good fortune seemed to be smiling on him, even if the sun was not.

He frowned at an ostler who was peeping out at him from the stables, obviously afraid that he might get his cap wet if he came outside. And he watched in some disgust a minute later as the same ostler led his horse away at arm's length lest he get some mud on his breeches.

Some inn this was going to be.
*  *  *

Although it was an enormous relief to feel the carriage draw to a halt outside the inn, Diana was very reluctant to alight. For one thing, it seemed improbable that they would be able to continue on their way that day, and she had set out with so few servants only on the understanding that she could reach Rotherham Hall within one day. Papa would be so vexed with her if he could see her bow.

Then of course, there was her headache, which a sleepless night, a day of travel on English roads, a sudden rainstorm, and the near accident caused by the gentleman's curricle had done nothing to ease. A country inn was the very last place where she felt like resting her head.

She had not seen that gentleman turn into the inn. She had not looked out the window. But he must have done so. It would have been madness to ride on. Would he be standing there inside when she went in? She would die of mortification. Gracious heaven, he had seen more of her legs than Teddy had ever seen. And her bonnet must have looked ridiculous, to say the least. How would she ever face him and keep her dignity? And he had been so very decidedly handsome and fashionable, despite 
his muddy and bedraggled appearance.

Of course, those idiots, those imbeciles, those nincompoops—she could not think of a strong enough word to describe the two gentlemen huddled inside their coats and beneath their hats who had raced past her carriage and almost left total disaster in their wake—were probably at the inn too. She would like nothing better than to give them a piece of her mind, especially the one who had held the ribbons. 
But she doubted that her head would allow her to do justice to her wrath.

"I should drop to my knees right here and now," Bridget was saying beside her, though she did not do so, "and give thanks to the merciful Lord for bringing us safely here. I thought we was dead for sure, mum. My life flashed all before my eyes, which is what they say happens when you are about to die. Most queer, mum—five-and-twenty years all in a flash. I even saw my dear mum, what died when I 
was five. But she was holding out her arms to me, she was, and telling me to come. And a beatific smile on her face, mum."

Diana grasped her temples with a finger and thumb. If she had one thing to be thankful for, it was that Bridget had forgotten to whisper.

But there was no putting off the evil moment. Jimmy opened the carriage door, put down the steps, and announced in his gravelly voice that there was no way he was going to put his neck in danger for one more half mile that day. This was where they stayed, whether she liked it or not.

Jimmy had a peculiar tendency to believe that everyone was about to argue with him. His manner was always decidedly belligerent.

"And glad I am to hear it, Jimmy," she said, putting a gloved hand into one of his large and solid ones and stepping gingerly down onto the mud-strewn cobbles. She hurried into the taproom of the inn away from the lashing rain.

It was empty, apart from the burly figure of the innkeeper, she saw with some relief. She felt as if someone had lifted her heart right up inside her brain, and it was beating there with great enthusiasm.

The following half hour was worse than a nightmare. She was shown to a room at the top of a single flight of stairs. She had no objection to that. She scarcely noticed, and certainly did not care, that the inn was small and unfashionable. She did not notice Bridget inspecting the sheets of the bed for dampness and bedbugs. She scarcely participated in the process of undressing herself and brushing her hair and washing her face.

All she could think of was crawling into bed and being left alone with her misery. But the inn bustled noisily about her. And Bridget whispered. To be fair, she whispered about Diana in the third person, so that the latter would not feel the necessity of replying. The gist of her monologue seemed to be that the Lord was to love her poor mistress.

"Lord love her," Bridget whispered. "Never a complaint though she has been bounced and jounced near to death and well nigh overturned on these English roads and her with a headache to start with. It is a blessed thing that she has fallen asleep at last. I have been hoping for it and have not talked out loud all day so as not to disturb her. The lamb. Lord love her."

Diana clutched her head and burrowed farther into the pillow.

Bridget whispered on as she bustled about tidying her mistress's things and setting up a truckle bed for herself for the night.

"Ah, she's still awake, the poor lamb," the whisper said finally from beside the bed. "Let me go and get you something, mum. Some laudanum. You need a good night's rest."

Diana looked up weakly out of squinted eyes and gave in. "Some laudanum, then, Bridget, if you please," she said, and found herself reaching greedily for it five minutes later.

Was there ever such misery?

When Bridget started suggesting again that the Lord love her, Diana sent her downstairs for dinner. Although she realized her voice was sounding childishly plaintive, it was the best she could do. In one more minute she would start screaming and throwing things.

"Lord love her" preceded the firm slamming of the door. Diana sank back into her sleepless misery.

*  *  *

Three gentlemen sat at a table in the taproom, or rather slouched in their chairs, not talking to one another or looking at one another or otherwise communicating. One played a hand of solitaire, though his indolent pose made it appear that his mind was not wholly intent on his game. Another turned and turned his glass of ale on the table and occasionally lifted it to examine the rim of wetness at its base. The third sat with arms folded, watching the barmaid across the room.

The barmaid was washing off a table. She had washed off all the tables except the one at which the three gentlemen sat, some of them more than once, though no one had occupied any of them all evening. If it could possibly be arranged, she faced the gentlemen as she scrubbed, bent forward so that her bosom, which was almost out of her bodice anyway, appeared to have no bodice to give it respectability at all.

The third gentleman tried winking at her. She tossed her head and rubbed harder at an invisible spot on the table.

"Well, I don't know what you have that I don't, Jack," he said at last, his voice petulant.

Lester Houndsleigh made patterns on the table with the wet base of his glass and yawned. "Haven't you taken a look at Jack lately, Ernie?" he asked. "And haven't you looked in a mirror?"

"It isn't just looks, though," Lord Crensford said. "It's something else. Jack always could have any woman he wanted."

The Marquess of Kenwood kept on playing solitaire.

"And some he didn't want," Lester agreed. "Look, he don't even fancy the barmaid, though she is the juiciest piece of female flesh I've clapped my eyes on in a month. But she don't have eyes for you or me, Ernie, my lad. We might as well go to bed—without the barmaid."

The marquess's eyes remained on his cards. "Winking can be a handy weapon in flirtation," he said. "But only if one knows that a female is already attracted. Otherwise it is a rather pathetic gesture. And pinching bottoms is the least likely way to win the heart belonging to that bottom. It is the tactic of a boy."

Lester had pinched the barmaid's bottom the last time she had come to their table to refill their glasses. He sounded aggrieved when he spoke again. "And yet all you have to do, Jack" he said, "is sit there with your boots stretched out below the table and your eyes on your cards, and the wench is almost offering herself to you on a platter."

The marquess shrugged. "Sorry," he said.

He glanced once beneath his eyebrows at Lord Crensford. Ernie was sulking, of course, he noticed. Had been since before they left London. He couldn't say he altogether blamed him, though the whole business was stupid in the extreme. He set his cards down, the game not finished, and summoned the barmaid with one lift of an eyebrow to refill his glass. He set a careless arm about her waist as she did so.

He would probably have her for the night. She was certainly shapely enough and pretty enough and willing enough to help him pass what promised to be a dull night. It had certainly been a dull evening. No other guests at the inn except them and the lady of the lovely legs, who disappointingly had not put in an appearance belowstairs and was now unlikely to do so.

"What a day!" Lester said.

"What an inn!" Lord Crensford said.

They were like a Greek chorus. They had been saying as much, sometimes switching lines, all evening.

"So," Lester said, stretching his arms above his head and yawning hugely again, "are you going to win this wager, do you think, Jack?"

It was not a wise topic of conversation at the end of a day that had tried all their nerves and frayed all their tempers. Lord Crensford scowled. The Marquess of Kenwood shrugged.

"Of course," he said. "Provided the lady puts in an appearance, that is."

"Oh, she'll be there." Lord Crensford's voice was instantly testy. "She'll come for Papa's birthday, like a lamb to the slaughter. But you'll win the wager over my dead body, Jack."

The marquess shrugged again. "If necessary," he said.

"But you really are being an ass over this, Ernie. Anyone would think I had contracted to do the woman some terrible harm. I am going to woo her and bed her. There are many women who would give half a fortune for just that."

"Damn you, Jack," Lester said without any particular rancor. "Anyone who did not know you wouldthink you excessively conceited. But of course it's true. I wish I knew what your secret is. Apart from the devilish good looks, of course."

Lord Crensford ignored the last speech. "But it is Diana you are talking about," he said. "Teddy's widow. My sister-in-law. I'm fond of her. And I don't like the thought of her becoming just another one of your casual bedfellows, Jack. I won't have it."

They had been over the same ground several times in London after they had both recovered from their prize hangovers. But they remained deadlocked. Indeed, there seemed to be no way to sort out their differences to the satisfaction of the honor of both.

The Marquess of Kenwood had been appalled when he finally woke up and remembered all the details of that insane wager at White's. It was true that he had a way with women and that he used that way whenever he possibly could since he found that making love was one of the most pleasurable activities that life had to offer. But he had never really thought of himself as a libertine or a rake—just a normally healthy male with normal, healthy appetites, who happened, perhaps, to be more fortunate than most.

But however it had come about, that decidedly silly wager had been made. And what gentleman in his right mind could think of forfeiting a duly recorded wager without even trying to win? It was just too much to ask.

Besides, there was something rather intriguing and challenging about it. Mrs. Diana Ingram was said to be beautiful. And unapproachable. A delightful combination. She was also a widow of a year's duration. It was very likely that she was panting for a man's attentions.

So he would give her his attentions. Together they would satisfy both their needs—hers for a man, his for the honor of winning his wager. And doubtless they would also have some pleasure together. He did not believe that there had been an occasion in the past several years when he had allowed a woman to 
rise from his bed unsatisfied.

So why feel guilt? Why worry about the undoubted vulgarity and tastelessness of the wager? Probably nine-tenths of the wagers recorded in the betting book were equally so, since they were generally made when the gentlemen were in their cups.

Besides, life had become confoundedly dull of late. The Season had lost its charms after so many years of sameness— he had spent those few months in town for all of the last ten years, ever since he was one-and-twenty and freshly down from university. He had thought several times during the past month of retiring to his estate earlier than usual. He always enjoyed his summers there, working at the books, working on the land, visiting his tenants and neighbors, conversing with his mother and his younger sister, sometimes entertaining his older sister. And this year, like last, there would be that young sprig of a nephew to brighten the days when she visited.

But he had stayed. One was always afraid of missing something if one left town too early. So this house party was as good a distraction as any. Not the party itself, of course— that was almost bound to be dull—but the pleasure of the chase, knowing that the stakes were high. He was looking forward to meeting Mrs. Diana Ingram. He hoped she would be there when they arrived the following day.

"I'm afraid you don't have any choice in the matter," he said to a tight-lipped Lord Crensford. "You can't expect me to give in to that snake Rittsman without even a fight, Ernie. Besides, it is all your fault, you know. I would have settled for any female who was reasonably within my reach. It was you who opened your mouth and suggested your sister-in-law."

"I was so drunk it is amazing I was still upright," Lord Crensford said hotly. "No one should have listened to me. What the deuce possessed me to mention Diana, anyway?"

"You're in love with her," Lester said.

"I most certainly am not!" Lord Crensford transferred his ire to his other cousin. "That is a filthy thing to say, Les. Diana was Teddy's wife. My own brother. Of course I admired her before she was married, but that was a long time ago. Before she became my sister. And I still take it as unkind of you, Jack, to refuse to go to Rittsman and insist that the name be changed."

"Don't be an ass, Ernie," Lord Kenwood said calmly. "And if you feel so strongly on the matter, why did you write to your mama to tell her that you were bringing me?"

''I could hardly tell you not to come after saying at White's that you could," Lord Crensford said. "A gentleman doesn't go back on his word."

"Ah." Lord Kenwood regarded his distant relative with one eyebrow raised. "So you must keep your honor, Ernie, while I must go back on mine."

"It's not your honor that bothers me," the other said. "It's Diana's."

The marquess grinned. "Well, I'll tell you what, Ernie. I'll promise you that your precious Diana will know the most pleasurable hour of her life as I am in the process of winning my wager. On my honor. What do you say to that?"

''If I weren't even more to blame for this than you, Jack,'' Lord Crensford said, "I would slap a glove in your face. That's what I have to say to that. Not that I have a glove downstairs with me, it's true, but I would soon get one. But I can't because I am to blame. But if you were a gentleman, Jack, you would give this up. If not for my sake, than for Diana's."

The marquess shrugged, gathered his pack of cards together, and shuffled them in his hands. Enough was enough. They would only talk themselves in circles again, and he would only end up feeling somehow in the wrong again. As he already did, he supposed.

He must look at the matter rationally. Perhaps even without that incident at White's he might have come to this house party if Ernie had mentioned it. If he had come he would have met Mrs. Ingram. And if she was as lovely as she was reputed to be, he would have been attracted to her. And since she was a widow and therefore very probably available, he would have wooed her and bedded her to their mutual satisfaction before he returned to London and the end of the Season.

He would have had her even without the wager. There was nothing to feel guilty about. After all, he was not going to ravish the woman. He was not going to do anything to her that would be against her will. She would offer herself to him as eagerly as he would take her. It was always so. He would give the five hundred guineas to one of his mother's charities. And perhaps add another five hundred guineas of his own.

Lester yawned yet again. "I'm for bed," he said. "You might as well come up with me, Ernie. There's no point in tossing any coin over the barmaid. She is for Jack as surely as this is my nose." He tapped it. "Enjoy her, Jack. But remember, you have ten more miles to ride tomorrow—don't ride all night too." He laughed heartily at his own bawdy joke and got to his feet, stretching.

Lord Crensford downed the last of his ale and got up too. "Good night, Jack," he said. "Give her one for me, eh?"
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The Marquess of Kenwood sat at the table for a few more minutes, realizing as he did so that he had drunk rather too much again. Not that he was anywhere near as drunk as he had been at White's the week before. But his brain felt sluggish, and he felt too tired to make the difficult decision to get to his feet and take himself up to his room.

At least Carter had arrived finally, having spent a miserable hour in a muddy ditch together with the baggage of three gentlemen. Carter, of course, had somehow managed to put in an appearance looking spotless. Not even a hair on his head had been out of place.

The barmaid came over to the table and began to clear away the glasses left behind by Lester and Ernie. She said nothing, but she glanced at him slantwise from beneath a very provocative set of eyelashes and displayed an appealing expanse of bosom to his view as she leaned over to wash off the table.

Lord Kenwood got to his feet, undecided. But tired or not, it was not in his nature to pass by a pretty wench, especially when she was available. And more especially when she was so patently eager.

He set his hands lightly on her waist from behind. "You are busy, my sweet?" he asked, his hands tracing the line of her shapely hips.

"Ooh, sir," she said, coming upright and turning in his arms. "I am that, for sure. There's some of us has to work for an honest living."

His eyes strayed to her pouting lips, and he brought his own closer to them. "And when do you expect to finish your work, my dear?" he asked.

"Oh, I don't know, I'm sure, sir," she said breathlessly.

"Perhaps I can give you some honest employment when you are finished," he said. "Or shall we say some pleasurable employment?" He looked down through narrowed eyes at her almost completely exposed bosom, which was heaving against his waistcoat.

"I'm a good girl," she said.

He brought his lips one inch closer to hers. "I'm perfectly sure you are, my sweet," he said. "I will give you the whole of the rest of the night to show me just how good, shall I?"

"Ooh," she said, her eyes devouring his lips greedily.

He tasted hers briefly and lightly. He would have to go searching for Carter in the kitchen and request that his valet find other sleeping quarters for the night. A pity when the man had set up a truckle bed for himself with such painstaking care. But Carter would not enjoy having his slumber disturbed by the sounds of his master making sport in the adjacent bed.

He would look thoroughly disapproving, of course. And martyred. But he was used to it. It was not by any means the first time it had happened.

The buxom lady's maid who had been screeching like a dozen demented virgins in the carriage earlier was on her way upstairs before him several minutes later. He had overheard her telling the innkeeper's wife in the kitchen that her mistress had the headache and had taken a second dose of laudanum just 
an hour before.

''Don't know what to do with herself, she don't, the poor lamb, Lord love her," the girl had said. "Never willing to take no medicine, she isn't. But even she couldn't refuse this evening. A nasty exhausting day it has been for her." She had cast a self-conscious glance in the direction of the marquess.

A pity, Lord Kenwood thought, following the maid up the stairs. It would have brightened the evening somewhat if the lady had come downstairs for her dinner. It would have been delightful to have witnessed her blushes as she set eyes upon him and remembered just how much of her he had seen that afternoon. And he would have liked to have a good look at her face. He had been rather too intent on her legs that afternoon to notice anything more than that she was lovely.

"I trust your mistress will wake up in the morning no worse for her ordeal," he said conversationally.

The maid, who had reached the landing at the top of the stairs, whirled around and blushed scarlet. The color marred the wholesome prettiness of her face just as it had that afternoon. "I do hope so, for sure, sir," she said, as breathless as if she had just climbed forty flights of stairs. "She should be sleeping sound, she should, with all that laudanum inside her. She did not eat a bite of dinner."

"Did she not?" he said, joining her on the landing and clasping his hands behind his back. Damnation, but he was quite foxed. The world was revolving slowly around him. "But I am sure your tender care will have put all to rights by the morning." He smiled.

He expected the girl to step aside to let him pass on to his room, or else to hurry along ahead of him to whichever room belonged to her mistress. But she stood as if mesmerized. Well, well, he thought, amused, it seemed that he might have had a choice of bedfellows tonight, especially with the mistress in a drugged stupor. But somehow, pretty as she undoubtedly was when not blushing, the maid seemed just too wholesome to be considered in terms of seduction.

"I will bid you good night, then," he said, sketching the girl a mocking little bow and then wishing that he had kept his head up and still.

She looked embarrassed and agitated. She backed along the corridor ahead of him, grasped hold of the handle of his door behind her back, opened it, backed inside, bobbed a curtsy, whispered, "Good night, sir. I do not wish to wake my lady, the lamb," and closed the door.

Lord Kenwood stood staring at it for a moment. Pox upon it, he must be even more foxed than he had realized. He had thought that was his room. If he had not happened to come upstairs at the same moment as the maid, he would have walked right in. And come face to face with Sleeping Beauty, obviously. It might have been mildly embarrassing, especially if she had woken up. She probably would have screeched the roof down. And who would ever believe that he had walked in upon her accidentally? 
His image might have been severely tarnished. His approaches to women were never that unsubtle.

He turned to the door at his right hand and shook his head. When he opened the door, he could see that the room was in darkness. What an inn! No candles in the rooms, no locks on the doors. But he was not about to go downstairs again merely to fetch a candle. He did not need light in order to undress and climb into bed.

He groped his way past Carter's truckle bed, swore softly at his own drunken state when he discovered that his bed was against the wall opposite the one he thought he remembered its being against, removed all his clothes and dropped them in a heap on the floor—a habit that Carter for all his pointed looks and discreet coughs had never been able to break him of—and slipped thankfully between the sheets. He would rest for a while before the barmaid joined him. He was asleep almost before his head touched 
the pillow.
*  *  *

Diana woke up at some time during the night—if she could be said to be awake. She gingerly examined the state of her head and found that it was no longer throbbing. But she did feel as if she had been wrapped about by thick layers of cotton. She felt very heavily drugged. She had merely touched the surface of consciousness and had only to let go in order to sink back into fuzzy nothingness again.

But she felt an unexpected stab of loneliness. Teddy was not there. If she were to reach out to where he had always lain beside her, he would not be there. He would never be there again. Not ever or ever or ever.

She let the fuzziness wash over her for a while. Shortly after her marriage she had started to comfort herself for her loneliness with her imagination. Her fantasies had sometimes taken on a shocking reality.

It was not that she had been dissatisfied with Teddy. He had been the best of husbands. And he had never neglected her, even physically. He had kissed her frequently—every time he left the house and every time he returned to it and every night in bed before he settled for sleep. Loud, smacking, and affectionate kisses on the lips.

And never a week had passed without his exercising his conjugal rights. More often than not it had been twice a week. She had always known when it was about to happen. She would feel his tension beside her on the bed, as if his baser nature—his sexuality—were at war with his better nature. When he had turned to her, it had always been almost apologetically.

It had always followed the same pattern. He would raise her nightgown with one hand, lift himself on 
top of her and between her thighs, and work vigorously in her for perhaps two minutes. He would roll away from her almost immediately afterward, relax for a minute or two, and then pat her affectionately on one bare buttock, lower her nightgown, kiss her smackingly on the lips, and tell her that she was a good wife to him and that he was sorry to be such a trouble to her. She had given up after the first few months telling him that he was no trouble at all.

There had been nothing at all distasteful or unpleasant about their sexual life. But there had often been an ache in her, an emptiness, an unfulfilled something when she lay beside him wakeful after he had dropped into a sleep of contentment.

And so the fantasies had developed. Teddy became idealized in her imagination. Sometimes he became unrecognizable. He became taller and slimmer, his muscles firmer and more well developed. His face became more angular and handsome, his eyes bluer and more intense. His hair became thicker and wavier. His voice became deeper.

His kisses became soundless and more lingering, his hands more sensitive and tender. And his lovemaking—oh, she never knew quite what to do about his lovemaking. That would have to stay as it was. There was nothing more a man could do about that. It was with his hands and his lips and his voice that her dream lover took away some of the emptiness in her. And with his splendid male body.

And oh, yes, she had suffered pangs of conscience, many a time, when her imaginings did not put her to sleep. Then she would come back to herself, feeling more lonely and dissatisfied than ever, and Teddy—dear, kind, affectionate Teddy—would be snoring softly at her side, unaware that he had a wanton for a wife.

Teddy. Diana floated on a cushion of fuzziness and wanted him. She wanted the terrible loneliness to go away. But Teddy was dead. He would never be there again.

Teddy. Teddy.

If she lay very still, if she did not fight the drugs, it would all go away. He would be there again. He would be weighting down the mattress beside her, warming the other half of the bed. If she kept very quiet, she would hear him breathing quietly and regularly in his sleep. He was not snoring tonight. He must be lying on his side.

If she reached out a hand, slowly, so as not to break the spell of the laudanum, she would be able to touch him.

She reached out a hand.

And touched him.

His arm was warm with sleep. Sleek with hairs. Firm and well muscled. He was not wearing his nightshirt tonight. Her fingertips moved lightly to his shoulder, lightly and slowly so as not to disturb the dream. A broad shoulder. She slid her fingertips lower. A broad, strong chest, roughened with hairs. Mm.

"Mm."

She had come, the Marquess of Kenwood thought, coming slowly awake to feel the barmaid's fingertips trace a light path up his arm, across his shoulder, and down to his chest. He had not even heard her come into his room or climb into his bed. The light touch felt very good. He would not have thought her capable of such subtlety.

"Mm," he said, the sound coming from deep in his throat.

He found her face with his hand and traced the line of her temple and cheek with his fingertips, his thumb brushing over one closed eyelid and across her lips. Soft, smooth skin—surprisingly so.

He felt drowsy still, languorous. But there were the stirrings of desire. He moved closer to her and set his lips to hers. Warm, soft, closed. He traced them lightly with the tip of his tongue, prodding gently at the seam until they parted, and then reaching behind her lips to tease the moist flesh there. Mm, she tasted good.

"Mm."

Oh yes, why had she not thought of this before? Oh, yes, this was how a kiss should be. Not just a smack of lips, but a lingering of lips, an exploration, a communication. And not just a communion of lips, but a meeting of mouths. Oh, yes, this was how it should be.

She unclenched her teeth and felt his tongue slide all the way into her mouth, circling her own tongue, stroking over the roof of her mouth.

Oh, yes, this was the way it would be. If she lay very still and very quiet.

The muscles of his back rippled beneath the light touch of her hand. His mouth moved from hers, and she would have changed the dream to have it back there again if it had not moved to her ear and if his tongue and his teeth and his warm breath there had not made her toes curl up with pleasure and something more than pleasure.

She could almost feel the warmth of his breath. If she did not open her eyes, she could feel it.

Her hair was unexpectedly silky and fragrant. She was wearing a nightgown. That too was a surprise. 
The little wench must be a great deal more skilled than he had given her credit for. Not many females seemed to know how much more enticing it was to a man to have to strip away clothing than to be presented with instant nakedness.

He touched a small, firm-boned shoulder through the fabric of her gown and a breast that was smaller than it had looked earlier, but firm and very feminine. He rubbed a thumb lightly over its tip and felt it begin to stiffen. He touched her small waist, the enticing curve of her hips, her slim legs.

The stirrings of desire were converting into the beginnings of arousal.

Touch me, Teddy, she begged silently, her eyes tightly closed. Don't stop touching me. Don't stop now. It feels so good. Keep on touching me.

When his hand reached to just above her knee, he grasped the fabric of her nightgown and raised it. It was almost finished now, then. Soon he would be finished. She was not ready for him to finish yet. More, Teddy, she begged silently. Touch me a little more, kiss me for a little longer before you do that. She searched for, and found, his mouth in the darkness.

But his hand did not pause when the nightgown was raised to her hips. It continued to her waist, to her breasts. Of course. But of course. She had never thought of this before either. Whyever not? It was so obvious. She raised her arms in wonder as he stripped the garment away from her altogether and dropped it over the side of the bed.

She waited for his hands to come back to her, and experimented with moving her tongue over his.

Satin smooth skin. Beautiful, beautiful. And she was not all energetic gyrations, as he had fully expected from her behavior downstairs. She lay still but receptive. She knew more than any woman he had had for a long, long time just how to arouse a man. He willed himself to slow down. This one must not be hurried.

He set his mouth to the taut peak of one of her breasts and let his hands roam over her, pausing in places where he knew he would give pleasure and increase arousal. Her fingers were in his hair. She was making low sounds of pleasure in her throat.

She must stop the fantasy soon. It was fantasy. Teddy was dead. And mis was unfair to Teddy. Teddy would never have touched her with such wanton intimacy. But it was good. So very good. She must take landanum more often. But oh no, she must not. This was improper. Very improper.

Then he set his hand in the most intimate place of all, at the same moment as his lips found their way to hers again. She gasped against his mouth. He was touching her. His fingers were parting her and stroking her. And she began to ache and ache from the crown of her head to the soles of her feet. She could hear herself moaning.

If it was feigned, she was a very good actress. She was hot and pliant in his arms, eager, and.very, very aroused. As was he. This was far more than sport. More than pleasure.

This was need.

This was beauty. She was beautiful. She was wet to his touch. He wanted to be inside her. He needed to be inside her. Now.

She wanted him. She had never wanted him before. She had never denied him, never shrunk from him even, but she had never wanted him. Never ached for him. Never throbbed with something that was almost but not quite pain for his presence in her.

She kept her eyes tightly closed and reached for him eagerly with arms and mouth when he moved over her and brought his weight down on her. She moved to accommodate him and gripped his slim hips and strongly muscled legs with her inner thighs. And she could feel him, hard and male, at the entry to her.

He paused there. His own need was pounding in his ears, but he paused there «a the brink of her. He would thrust inward sharply, but not quite yet. He wanted to savor the moment He wanted to tease them both for a few moments longer, so that they would both gasp when he finally went in.

She spoke for the first time. "My love," she whispered softly. "Oh, my love. So beautiful. Come to me. Come to me now."

He lifted his head from where it had been buried in the soft fragrance of her hair.

I'm a good girl. Oh no, never. Not all the passion in the world could so transform a voice.

"My love," she said, pressing her thighs to his hips, seeking his mouth with her own.

"Who the devil are you?" he asked, straining to see her face in the darkness.

It was not the voice of a dream lover. It was not Teddy's voice. And it was not Teddy's body bearing hers down into the mattress, large and strong and athletically muscled. Neither was it a fantasy body.

It was the voice of a real man. The body of a real man. A strange man.

There was a man in her bed!

Despite all his suddenly aroused curiosity, the Marquess of Kenwood could have bitten his tongue out the moment after he had spoken. The woman beneath him—whoever she was—became all twisting, clawing, desperate panic. Feet, hands, and head became flailing weapons. It was as much as he could do to roll off her uninjured.

"Who are you?" she demanded in a voice that shook almost out of control. "What are you doing here? Get out! Get away from me! I shall scream. I shall have you taken up and thrown into jail and hanged. Get out of here this instant, you treacherous, lecherous ..."

She leaped from the bed, realized the instant her body hit the cool night air that there was nothing covering that body, grabbed for the bedclothes to drag around herself, retreated to the window, and pulled back the heavy curtains in an effort to see her assailant.

She succeeded. Deprived of all coverings, he had risen up after her, and the dim light filtering through the window from outside showed her a magnificently formed, but very naked and very aroused man. She could not see his face.

"I shall scream," she said again.

Lord Kenwood felt at a distinct disadvantage. He bent to disentangle his breeches from his other garments on the floor and pulled them on, despite the fact that it was painful to do so.

"I might ask what you are doing in my room, madam," he said with admirable coolness. "I am more than delighted to entertain you here, of course, but I could have wished that your visit had not been cut so very abruptly short,"

She knew the voice. She had heard it recently. That afternoon. At her carriage door. He was the wet and muddy—and handsome—gentleman. His words registered on her brain.

"Your room?" she said incredulously. "Your room? This is my room, sir. Mine, as I am quite sure you are aware. How did you get in here? And where is my maid?" She could hear her voice rising into hysteria.

The marquess buttoned his breeches with some difficulty and looked about him at the dim outlines of  the room and its furnishings. And yes, of course, his bed was against the other wall. This was not his bed or his room. He rubbed a hand hard along the bristles of his chin.

She was the lady of the lovely legs—and lovely everything else too.

He closed his eyes briefly and went to retrieve the untidy heap of his clothing at his feet.

"My apologies, madam," he said with a formality that struck an odd note against his own ears. "It seems I mistook the room. And if my guess is right, your maid did likewise. I will send her to you without delay."

But Diana, huddled and shaking inside the blankets, scarcely heard his words. Her teeth were beginning to chatter. Her knees were about to buckle.

"G-get out!" she said, and her teeth chattered in good earnest.

"Yes, ma'am," he said, doing just that and shutting her door behind him, blowing out his breath from puffed cheeks.

He tried to keep his mind off a certain painful throbbing in a lower part of his body.

Diana stood where she was for a long time after he had gone, the bedclothes still clutched to her with one hand, the window curtains still held back from the window with the other. Her teeth clacked open themselves, and her knees trembled beneath her. But she would have collapsed completely if she had moved so much as a finger, she was convinced.

The effects of the laudanum were rolling back like waves of the sea. She was standing there in the flesh—very much in the flesh—on the hard wooden floor of a country inn. A man had just left her room. A man who had shared her bed and who had all but shared her body.

A very real man.

A man she had dreaded to meet downstairs the afternoon before because he had seen her legs bared to the knee.

Gracious heaven above!

She heard a faint commotion outside her room and stayed where she was.

She watched Bridget bustle into her room a few minutes later, wearing only a crumpled shift as far as she could see in the near-darkness, and carrying some other clothes under one arm.

And Diana stayed where she was.

'' Mum!'' Bridget said, dropping her bundle on the truckle bed and coming toward the window.

"B-b-bridget?" She clamped her teeth hard enough together almost to crack them all.

"Mum," Bridget said, taking the curtains from Diana's nerveless fingers and letting them drop back over the window. She opened her ample arms and Diana—blankets and all—came into mem.
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"What was all the commotion last night?" Lester asked the marquess at breakfast the following morning.

"Commotion?" Lord Kenwood yawned behind one hand and wondered if the sausage before him on his plate was just too greasy to be attempted.

"I distinctly heard the barmaid's voice," Lester said. "And Carter's. There was someone else there too. That plump lady's maid, at a guess."

"Hm," the marquess said, deciding that the sausage should not be attempted. Not at least on an empty stomach.

"I thought perhaps you had thrown the barmaid out of your room," Lord Crensford said. "She was in your room, I assume? I did think of going out and inviting her into mine if you had no use for her. But of course, I was sharing the room with Lester."

"It was all just a little misunderstanding, I gather," Lord Kenwood said, waving his hand dismissively and looking with some distaste into his cup. That muddy substance was coffee? He would drink ale, thank you very much.

Lord Crensford looked suddenly disapproving. "You never had both of them in your room, Jack?" he said suspiciously. "The maid and the barmaid, I mean. Oh, I say, that was rather greedy: And Carter handed in his notice, did he? Can't say I blame him."

''You are very far wide of the mark,'' the marquess said. ''Carter is at this moment packing my things in the hope that we can vacate this infernal inn some time today. Shall we have this mess cleared away? It is making my stomach feel decidedly queasy."

"I'll have your sausage if you don't want it, Jack," Lester said. "You had better be careful, you know, not to wear yourself out before giving chase to the widow. It would be somewhat lowering, would it not, to have the wager all but won only to discover that you were incapable?"

The marquess raised one eloquent eyebrow. Lord Crensford scowled into his undrinkable coffee.

"Hey, Jack," he said, "this is the limit, you know. Past a joke and all that. I'm deadly serious. I can't allow this wager. Teddy's Diana and all that. This has to stop right here and now."

"It's too late to think of that now, my lad," Lord Kenwood said. "The wager is made and honor is at the stake. And we have been over this ground ad nauseam. But you needn't fret, Ernie. I can safely promise yet again—and for positively the last time—that I will not be doing anything to your precious Diana that she will not thoroughly enjoy."

"That is what I like about Jack," Lester said to his extra sausage. "His incurable modesty."

"Let's play a hand of cards," the marquess said, "and pray that the sun gets up soon and dries that mudbath out there. This has to be the worst road in all England. And I would wager that the landlord of this inn slips someone a sizeable bribe to keep it that way. How else would he induce any travelers to stay here? There are not even any locks on the infernal doors."

Lester laughed. "Is that what happened, Jack?" he asked. "Did the second female let herself into your room only to find that you were not yet finished with the first?"

"Deal the cards!" the marquess commanded.

He won three hands in a row quite handily although his concentration was only half on the game. His eyes kept roaming to the staircase, but of course she did not come down. And would not, doubtless, until he had left the inn. He supposed it would be somewhat embarrassing for a female to come face-to-face in the harsh light of morning with the stranger who had shared her bed for half of the night before and who had stripped her and caressed her and aroused her and taken her to the very brink of penetration.

And she was no ordinary female. She was a lady. Both her appearance and demeanor of the day before had shown him that. She had doubtless been suffering from the vapors ever since. Though perhaps not. She might be a lady in rank and appearance, but she was all woman in bed. He wondered about the absent husband or lover she had taken him for.

And envied the man.

The night had progressed like an absurd bedroom farce. When he had closed the door of her room behind him, clad only in his breeches, the rest of his clothes bundled under his arm, it was to find Carter and the lady's maid in heated conversation in the doorway to his room.

Carter's eyes had taken in the bareness of his upper body and feet and thrown him a look of disdain such as only valets of a very superior class were capable of.

The girl's eyes had taken in the same details, and her flush without a doubt had extended down to her toenails.

"My lady!" she cried, throwing her hands in the air, apparently unaware of her unfetching appearance in a shapeless and wrinkled shift. "My poor lamb."

"Hush," Lord Kenwood had commanded. "Your poor lamb is quite safe, my girl, and would have been saved from embarrassment too if you had only remembered at bedtime which was your own room."

"This person," Carter had said—Carter had a gift for making a person sound like a worm beneath the toe of his boot—"this person offered to break my head with the water jug, m'lord. And I do not know what she was doing in your room if she was not robbing your valuables, since your person was not in there."

Bridget had appeared to swell like a hot air balloon. "I do take mortal offense at that insinuation," she had said. "I have never stolen so much as a tin spoon, my man, I would have you know."

"Hush!" The marquess's tone had silenced both combatants. "I have no doubt your mistress needs you, my girl—Bridget, is it? Pick up your dress and go to her immediately, if you please."

It was to the girl's credit that she had not quite passed out when she looked down at herself and realized her dreadful state of deshabille. If she had blushed scarlet at sight of him, she had turned more puce at sight of herself. She had obeyed him immediately, throwing her hands in the air again and calling on a superior power to love them all,

Carter, it seemed, had been woken earlier from his uncomfortable perch beside the dead kitchen fire by the arrival of the barmaid, all injured indignation. She had had a thing or two to say about gentlemen who promised one a night's occupation and for whom one had kept oneself up later than usual, though that was late enough, the good Lord knew, washing one's hands and face and combing one's hair and dabbing on some scent from one's only precious bottle, only to find when one went to his room that there was another doxy there.

"Doxy," the marquess had commented. "Bridget? Oh, unfair, Carter, unfair. Poor Bridget."

And men to find, the barmaid had continued, that the maid had already been abandoned in favor of the mistress, with whom the grand gentleman had chosen to sport for the rest of the night—in her room, if you please. Who did the strumpet think she was? A royal princess?

Carter had not quite followed the girl's logic, but he had concluded after she had retired and he had endured another hour of discomfort that his master's room must be empty and that it would be stupid of him not to make use of the truckle bed he had set up earlier the evening before.

"But when I got here, m'lord," he had said, his voice accusing and aggrieved, "it was to find that person occupying my bed and offering to throw things at my head. Unsavory goings-on, if I may make so bold as to say so."

"Feel free," Lord Kenwood had said, kicking off his breeches again with a sigh of relief and climbing 
into his own bed at last. "But very quietly and into your pillow, if you will, Carter."

But he had not slept. Damn his mouth. Why had he not just come when she had begged him to come and where she had begged him to come, and explored the interesting question of her identity when passion had been sated? So soft. So yielding. So pantingly hot and aroused.

Damnation!

Carter had raised his head in silent and long-suffering protest when the marquess thumped his pillow vengefully.

A strange, strange night, he thought now, the third game of cards won. Almost a blissful night. A few more seconds and it would have been too late for either of them to wonder about—or worry about—the identity of the other. And he would never see her again. Strange to have shared that and never to have looked fully into each other's eyes. Deuce take it, but he did not even know the color of her eyes.

Lester hurled down his cards in disgust, stretched, and crossed the room restlessly to the outer door. "Another hour," he said, "and we can risk it. It's drying fast out there."

"Good," Lord Crensford said. "Another two hours would have me climbing the walls for amusement."

The marquess strolled across the room to the barmaid, who was busily and vengefully polishing a brass candlestick.

"I am afraid I missed you last night, my dear," he said, resting one hand lightly on her hip.

She tossed her head and pursed her lips. "It's all the same to me," she said. "I'm a good girl, like I said. My pa won't half like it that I have had to share a roof with a couple of high-classed doxies."

"I am sure you are a good girl," he said soothingly. "Allow me." He showed her a gold coin that had her eyes widening to such an extent that they were almost released from their sockets, and placed it edgewise between her breasts. She watched as he slid it down into her cleavage with two fingers.

"Ooh, sir," she said, "it is a pleasure to serve a gentleman like you."

"One kiss," he said, and set his lips lingeringly to hers.

Lester was grinning at him and Ernie looking wistful when he raised his head. And Bridget, carrying a large tray loaded with dishes, was blushing scarlet again as she turned to the stairs.

"I could come upstairs with you now, sir, I am sure, it being not busy in here today on account of the weather," the barmaid said.

The marquess flicked her chin with one careless finger. "You are a good girl, my dear," he said. 
"I would not wish to corrupt innocence."

A little more than an hour later they were on their way at last, Lord Crensford and Lester in the curricule as on the day before, the Marquess of Kenwood astride his horse. The road was still soft and throwing up a considerable amount of dirt, but it was no longer slippery.

Lord Kenwood looked up to the window that he knew to be the lady's before he turned his horse's head out of the small stableyard. She was, as he had expected, standing there looking down, doubtless relieved to see that he was on his way. As he equally expected, she ducked back out of sight as soon as he raised his head.

But he touched his hat with his whip and grinned up at the window anyway. If he knew anything about women, she had removed herself only far enough so that she could look out without herself being seen.
He rode away from her with the deepest regret.     
                                                                                                                                                       
*  *  *

Diana had been standing at the window most of the morning, drumming her fingers on the windowsill. 
It was clear to her sight as soon as she first woke up that the road was in no fit state for immediate travel. She willed the clouds to move off the face of the sun so that the drying might begin and travel be possible that day.

For as long as travel was impossible, for as long as that gentleman remained a guest at the inn, she must remain a prisoner in this room. A fine state of affairs for Mrs. Diana Ingram, who for the past year had prided herself on her maturity and independence.

But really she could not possibly risk coming face-to-face with him. She would the of mortification. Just die! She squirmed when she remembered. And how could she not remember with every single second that ticked past? A fantasy lover, indeed! How could he have been fantasy? He had done things to her that she had never even dreamed of. Things she would have burned with embarrassment over if her imagination had ever touched upon them. And she had enjoyed every moment with wanton abandon.

What utter humiliation!

There was only one small consolation. Very small. She would never see the man again. Indeed, she might not recognize him even if she did meet him again, or he her. She had actually seen him only when he had poked his head in at the carriage door, and he had been dripping and muddy at the time. He had seen her only when her bonnet was askew. Besides, he had been more interested in looking at her legs.

No, they would not know each other again even if they passed each other on the street.

She did not even know his name, or he hers.

But how could he not be a fantasy lover? How could any real man's body be so perfect? And how could a real man know so unerringly where and how to touch her? Perhaps he was ugly and squinted, she thought. Perhaps his ears stuck out. But no. Muddy as he had been the afternoon before, her main impression at the time had been that he was an extraordinarily handsome man.

Diana wished for a moment that Teddy had been a man to use oaths. She would have liked to borrow one for the occasion. Bother! she thought, but the word brought no relief to her feelings.

What a farce the night had been. How an audience would have screeched with appreciative mirth if they could have seen it acted out upon a stage. She had leapt out of bed, naked—she had never been naked in any man's presence before. She could have died. And when she had acted from instinct and snatched up the bedclothes—oh, gracious heaven! And why had she also pulled back the heavy curtains from the window?

She had been quite shocked by his nakedness. She had never seen Teddy even without his shirt. And this man had not only been naked; he had been . . . Oh, dear! She must not think of it.

She had collapsed in Bridget's arms for a full minute before pulling herself together and straightening up. "Bridget, whatever has happened to you?" she had asked, her mind registering the fact that her maid too was shaking.

"That nasty man!" Bridget had said after a few moments of incoherent blubbering. "Accused me of stealing, he did. Me, mum. Stealing! I don't know what he thought I was doing asleep in his bed if I was so intent on stealing all the valuables in the room. I would have broke his head with the water jug, I would, if I could have got my hands on it. Me a thief!"

"Who accused you of stealing?" Diana had asked, bewildered. "Whose bed?"

The whole story had come out at great length. Bridget, it seemed had been so flustered by the handsome gentleman's talking to her as they both climbed the stairs to bed that she had mistaken the room and gone into his.

"Did you ever hear tell of an inn with no locks on the doors, mum?" she had asked accusingly.

She had groped her way to the truckle bed so as not to disturb her sleeping mistress, and for the same reason had not rummaged looking around for her nightgown. She had just slipped off her dress instead. And then just after she had dropped asleep, the barmaid had fallen across her bed— "swearing something awful, mum. I would have liked to wash her mouth out with soap"—and been very abusive when she had discovered Bridget. Bridget, thinking the girl had come to rob, had given her a length of her tongue—delivered in a whisper. But when she had realized that the girl was looking for the handsome gentleman, she had told her he was in the next room.

"And the hussy had the gall to set her hands on her hips, mum, and say you was a strumpet," Bridget had said indignantly. "I tripped over the bedclothes getting up from the bed, or I would have strumpeted her right enough."

And then when Bridget was fast asleep again, that man— he must be the gentleman's servant, Diana guessed—had tried to climb into the bed beside her and then had leaped out of it again and started calling her a thief and threatened to send for a justice of the peace.

"And then that handsome gentleman came out of this room, mum," Bridget had said, "with next to nothing on him, and I thought I would drop into a dead faint on the floor."

But the mention of the half-naked gentleman had finally silenced Bridget. She had looked at her mistress in the darkness their eyes had become accustomed to with a dropped jaw. And though Diana could not see her quite clearly, she could guess that every vestige of color had left her maid's face.

"Oh, mum," she whispered. "Mum, he was in here. I sent him in here as his own room. Mum, did he . . . ? Mum, he didn't ..." But she had not waited for an answer. She had fallen backward into an unconscious heap.

It had taken Diana several minutes to haul her maid into a sitting position so that she could flop her head forward and hope for a return of consciousness. She had felt the first wave of amusement in that whole ghastly night. Wasn't she the one who should be having the vapors? Shouldn't her maid be hovering over her? She was the one who had almost been ravished, wasn't she?

No, not ravished. She could not in all conscience use that word.

Bridget had finally been revived, assured that no, the gentleman had certainly not, and tucked up in her truckle bed, where she had proceeded to fall into an immediate and deep sleep. Diana had made up her own bed as best she could and curled up on the side of it where he had slept. She had buried her nose in the pillow, and thought that there was still the faint smell of him there.

She had not slept.

And now she was trapped, trapped until he left. Bridget brought her breakfast and her luncheon up on a tray for her. Perhaps the only positive outcome of the whole ghastly situation was that her headache had been forgotten. She was feeling far too embarrassed to worry about a simple headache.

"Oh, mum," Bridget said indignantly when she came bustling into the room with the luncheon tray, "they have finished playing cards at last, and one of them was saying that perhaps they can leave in an hour. But that handsome gent, mum, do you know what he was doing?"

"Not until you tell me," Diana said reasonably.

"He was kissing that barmaid, mum," Bridget said, "in the middle of the taproom for all to see. And he had his hand right in her bosom." Bridget flushed crimson. "I fair near dropped the tray."

"I am glad you did not," Diana said. "I am hungry. But he is a nasty sort, I see, Bridget. He must have ..." But she did not complete the sentence.

He must have thought she was the barmaid the night before. He had been expecting her, it seemed, because the girl had presented herself in his room. Oh goodness, he had thought she was the barmaid. What a humiliation. So that was what gentlemen did with their whores! She knew for a certainty that gentlemen did nothing like that with their wives.

She even wondered hilariously for one moment how much money he would have paid her. But the thought was more horrifying than humorous. She had almost become a gentleman's whore.

She watched the three of them leave a little more than an hour later—the two gentlemen who had almost overturned her carriage the previous day, and the other gentleman. She could not see any of their faces since they were directly below her in the tiny stableyard, and all wore cloaks and hats. But they must be the three. There were no other guests at the inn, Bridget had said. Besides, she recognized the curricle.

But disaster struck again. Her gentleman looked up as he was about to turn his horse's head in the direction of the road. And he looked so directly at her window that she did not have time to duck back out of sight before he saw her.

How mortifying!

But she did duck back anyway and felt the color flood her cheeks as she watched him tipthis hat with his riding whip and—yes, he did, she did not imagine it—grin up at her.

The wretch! The unspeakable wretch. Had he no shame?

How very fortunate it was that she would never see him again.

"Ah," Bridget said beside her on a giant sigh, "but he is very handsome, mum."

Handsome! She would like to press his face into the mud and wipe the grin from his face. And blacken those perfect teeth. Handsome indeed!
*  *  *

It was with a feeling of great relief that Diana watched the approach of the massive stone gateway and wrought iron gate that opened onto the driveway to Rotherham Hall a few hours later. She smiled and lifted a hand to the porter, who ran out of his lodge to open the gates for mem.

The journey had not been a bad one despite the fact that Bridget had been as stiff as a board and had not relaxed her grip on the seat for the whole distance. The road was dirty but not slippery.

But what a nightmare the whole thing had been. It was usually at this part of the journey that she braced herself for the visit to come. She was fond of her in-laws, as who could not be? They were invariably kind. But they were also overbearingly managing. They had always tried lo persuade Teddy to allow them to use their influence to find him a more prestigious post, and they had always tried to persuade 
her to talk sense into him.

Until the morning before she had been convinced that this visit would be worse than ever. They had, after all, set themselves to find her a new husband, and it would be very hard to resist their choice without being openly nasty. And who could be openly nasty to the countess? She was so very loving and lovable.

But the events of the last day and a half had dimmed her reluctance to be at Rotherham Hall. How lovely it would be to be safe with relatives again and in the sanity of a private home. No more inns with unlocked doors and rakish gentlemen chasing barmaids who were no better than they should be.

She leaned forward eagerly and smiled with genuine warmth as the carriage pulled into the cobbled courtyard before the great double doors of the house. The earl and the countess were, as usual, at the bottom of the steps beaming their welcome.

They looked dearly familiar and safe, the countess small and round and gray-haired, and decked out as usual with frills and lace and several chains and necklaces and a ring on every finger. The earl was red-faced and white-haired, his equally white mustache drooping at either side of his mouth.

"Diana, my own dearest girl." The countess folded her in a hug as soon as her feet touched the cobbles. "How very pretty you look."

She was passed on to the earl, who squeezed her even more tightly and kissed her smackingly on the cheek. "As pretty as a picture," he agreed. "Welcome home, Diana, my dear."

Diana felt very close to tears. "How wonderful it is to be home," she said, and felt with all her being that the word was an appropriate one. "I have had the most dreadful journey. You cannot imagine."

The earl, his arm protectively about her shoulders, squeezed her again. "You must tell us all about it," he said. "But you are safe now, my dear. You are home with us."

''I shall take you directly to your room,'' the countess said, ringed fingers waving in the air. "It is the one you always shared with Teddy, dearest. I hope it will not upset you. And when you have refreshed yourself, you must come down and meet everyone who is here already. I think you know them all. Except maybe Jack. He arrived just an hour ago with Ernest and Lester. I have not seen him for years myself."

"Is Ernest here?" Diana asked with a smile. "It will be good to see him again."

"And Clarence and Claudia," the countess said, referring to her eldest son, the Viscount Wendell, and his wife. "But you shall see for yourself shortly. Come on inside dear, and forget about the troubles of your journey. They are all over now."

Ah yes, all over. A nightmare that could now be safely forgotten just as if it had not had any more reality than a dream.
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Most of the guests had arrived already, the Marquess of Kenwood was informed when he and his cousins finally rode up to Rotherham Hall. But it was to be a small house party, the countess announced sadly. Only twenty persons, including herself and the ead. It was clearly quite the wrong time of year to have organized such a gathering, but what could one do when dear Rotherham's birthday happened to 
fall in the latter half of June? It was just too bad that the London Season had not quite finished.

Lord Kenwood thought that twenty persons would make a sizeable house party, but he said nothing. Indeed, it would have been difficult to say anything of significance for the ten minutes that passed between their arrival in the courtyard before the hall and his being left alone with Carter in his room. While the countess hugged and kissed Ernie and Lester in turn, the earl took a death grip of his hand and pumped it heartily. And then he was caught up in the plump hug and jangling necklaces and 
bracelets of the countess.

When she finally released him, it was only so that she might take his face in her hands. "So handsome, Jack," she said. "You grow better looking every time I see you, which is not near often enough. Are you still breaking female hearts, or is there someone special now?"

The marquess grinned and winked at her. "Ah, now that would be telling," he said.

"And you have lost none of your wickedness either," she said with a hearty laugh. "How does your mama put up with you? And how are Frances and Hester? Frances has a little one already?"

"My nephew, yes," Lord Kenwood said with a bow, wondering how the Countess of Rotherham could remember the names of his sisters and even the fact that Frances had a son when the connection between the families was quite remote. "They are all well, I thank you, ma'am."

"Well," the countess said briskly, "I am more delighted than I can say that you were able to come, Jack. Your presence will even the numbers, you know. But the other gentlemen will doubtless be sorry you are here when they see all the young ladies sighing over you." She laughed heartily again while her son and Lester looked sheepish.

"Clarence and Claudia are here," the earl said, "and our two grandchildren, of course. And Hannah and Joshua— her ladyship's sister and her good husband, Jack—with Beatrice and Barbara."

"Sir Joshua Knowles, that is," Lord Crenshaw explained to his cousin. "You forget that Jack is not familiar with the family, Papa. Bea and Barbara are their daughters."

"And Thomas has arrived with Russell and Paula," the countess said. She held up one jangling arm to her son. "Mr. Thomas Peabody, Jack. My second cousin once removed on my dear mama's side. Russell and Paula are his son and daughter."

Ernest asked the question for the marquess. "Diana is not here yet?" he asked.

"We were expecting her yesterday," his mother said, taking his arm and leading the group into the house. "The rain must have delayed her. Was it not dreadful, dear? Did it interfere with your journey?"

But she is coming? the marquess wanted to ask. He had not committed himself to this infernal house party only to find that the lady who had brought him there had changed her mind about coming? Ghastly thought!

He was glad of a chance to bathe and change into clean clothes before going downstairs, to the drawing room for tea. He really did feel like a stranger in a strange house, he thought, standing at the window that faced out onto the lawns at the back of the house and adjusting the sit of his coat more to his liking. The countess, of course, before she had left him to Carter's care, had assured him that they were all family. And he had no doubt that she could explain the intricate relationships that existed among all the guests then present in the house.

It was a magnificent estate. He had never been there before. The winding driveway leading from the main gates had shown him lawns and shrubberies, an orchard and greenhouses, and formal gardens stretching the length of the massive gray stone house. And the lawns behind the house, he could see, led to a forest of trees that stretched off to the east. He suspected that there was a river flowing just beyond his line of vision. He knew that there was an old family castle somewhere close.

There were all sorts of secluded places, it seemed, where he might expect to lure Mrs. Diana Ingram. If she came. He would be very annoyed indeed if she did not. He would have wasted the end of the Season for a few weeks of boredom on a country estate.

And he would not even be able to console himself with the memory of a pleasant encounter on the road. He could not shake from his mind memories of the lady of the lovely legs. Or the memory of his incredible gaucherie in speaking just when he had the night before. That encounter could have been a very pleasant memory indeed, and he could now be safely tucking it away with other such. Something from the past, something to be recalled fondly while he moved on into the future.

Instead, it was a memory that was gnawing away at his insides. He was not accustomed to feelings of sexual frustration. He could not remember the last time he had been rejected. Especially at such a critical moment. He had never even had to overcome reluctance once he had a female between the bedsheets with him.

Well, he thought philosophically, there was always room in one's life for new experiences. This one was definitely new. But he had the uncomfortable feeling that he would spend the next several years looking around crowded drawing rooms and ballrooms in the hope of catching a glimpse of the lady. But since he had never seen her before and had not had a good look at her face during either of his two encounters with her, it was likely that his search would be in vain.

Damnation, he thought, turning determinedly in the direction of the door and the stairs down to the drawing room. He would just have to hope that Mrs. Diana Ingram would arrive without much further delay and that the fascination of the chase would distract his mind. He hoped she was as lovely as she was reputed to be.

He spent the following half hour bowing and shaking hands and smiling and noting that Beatrice Knowles was handsome while her sister Barbara was pretty and that Paula Peabody was neither. He sat down and took tea with Lady Hannah Knowles and Claudia, the Viscountess Wendell, whom he knew from previous Seasons in London.

His mood brightened perceptibly when the earl and countess left the room very soon after his own arrival in it and returned some time later to announce that Mrs. Ingram had arrived and would join them downstairs as soon as possible.

So she had come. He was going to have ample time to win his wager. Three whole weeks.

"I am so glad that Diana is here," Claudia said. "I have been sad for her since Teddy's death. They were very fond of each other."

"She is young," Lady Knowles said comfortingly. "She will find another husband in time."

Claudia laughed. "Doubtless," she said, "with Clarence's mama and papa to lend a helping hand."

Lady Knowles joined in the laughter. "My sister always was the most dedicated matchmaker," she said. "She chose Joshua for me long before she set her own sights on Rother-ham. Her judgment always seems to be unerring, too."

Claudia was still smiling. "Yes," she agreed. "Clarence and I are still happy together. But then so were Teddy and Diana, yet their betrothal was a surprise even to Mother, I believe. You had better be careful, Jack, if you are not planning to take a wife soon. You may find yourself betrothed and your wedding all planned before this house party has come to an end."

Lord Kenwood grinned, "i think I can safely promise to go to my grave a single man," he said. "A long time in the future, I hope. Not even the Countess of Rotherham can shake my resolve on that matter."

"Well, I will admit one thing," Claudia said. "There would be a day of mourning declared by the female population of London if you ever did announce your betrothal, Jack."

Lady Knowles shook her head and replaced her teacup in its saucer. "As bad as that, is he, Claudia?" she asked. "And I can well believe it. He has naughty eyes, does he not? Jack, Jack, I do believe you will be a challenge that my sister will not be able to resist."

The marquess was still smiling when the drawing room doors were opened and he thought he must have walked into a dream. She was dressed in pale green muslin, the high-waisted style and flowing skirt doing nothing to hide the slim shapeliness of her body. Her fair hair was drawn back from her face, but was in a riot of bright curls at the back of her head. And her head was held proudly on a gracefully slim neck. Her face quite matched the beauty of the rest of her.

But then of course he had known that. It had been beautiful even when she had been flustered over the disarranged bonnet and tossed skirts. And of course he recognized her instantly even though he had thought he had not looked closely into her face. And he knew far more than her dress revealed of just how slim and soft and shapely that body was.

The Marquess of Kenwood rose to his feet, as did everyone else, and stayed exactly where he was.

So his lady of the lovely legs was Mrs. Diana Ingram. How very interesting. How very interesting indeed!

He watched as she greeted everyone else in the room. She appeared to know them all and to be fond of them all, too— her face gained color and animation as she smiled and hugged and exchanged greetings with each one.

"Ernest," she said, holding out both hands to her brother-in-law when she had advanced almost across he room, and smiling warmly. She was already quite close to the marquess, though she had not yet looked in his direction. "How glad I am that you are here. I have not seen you since Teddy's funeral, have I? Did you have a pleasant journey?"

Lord Crensford took her hands in a tight grip and kissed her on the cheek. "Hello, Diana," he said. "You are looking lovely. Not very pleasant, no. We got stranded in an outlandish inn last night. Not even any locks on the doors. I had to sleep on my purse all night."

"Did you?" she said. "It could not have been worse than the inn where I stayed. Some lunatics almost tipped my carriage into the hedge by overtaking us on the muddy road, and man someone mistook my room for his own in the middle of the night. And Bridget had the vapors—my maid, that is."

"No!" he said, looking down at her fondly. "Too bad, Diana. Those impatient drivers should be hanged. But you are safe at home now."

"Yes," she said. She smiled happily into his eyes, squeezed his hands, and turned away. "Aunt Hannah. How are you? Thank you for your letter of last month. I am afraid that I did not answer it, knowing I would see you here." She hugged Lady Knowles. "Oh, Claudia, I have been so looking forward to seeing you again. And that nephew and niece of mine. Have they grown beyond recognition?" Another hug.

"Anthony will never stay still long enough to grow," the Viscountess Wendell said, returning the hug. "How lovely it is to see you in a colored dress again, dear. Have you met Jack?"

"Jack?" Diana smiled. "I think not."

"The Marquess of Kenwood," Claudia said. "Such an exalted personage that I cannot speak to him without stammering. But a member of the family, of course, though you must not ask me how. He came down here with Ernest and Lester. Jack, may I present Diana, my sister-in-law?"

The marquess knew as he made his bow to Mrs. Diana Ingram that she was wormy of the chase. The smile and the color disappeared from her face and something flickered far back in her eyes. But there was no other sign whatsoever. And he had been half expecting to have to rush forward to catch her as she fell. She curtsied, looked him full in the eye—her eyes were a dark gray, he discovered—and murmured a polite "My lord?"

"Hello, Diana," he said, and noticed that flicker in her eyes again. But she had been introduced to him by her given name—bless Claudia! "I am happy to meet you at last. I have heard so much about you that I feel almost as if I know you already." And how close he had come to knowing her, indeed!

She did not venture a reply. She turned away to greet Lord Knowles, who was holding out a large hand for hers.

"Uncle Joshua!" she said, perhaps a little too effusively, and allowed him to pump her hand and kiss her cheek.

For the first time in many hours Lord Kenwood blessed the impulse that had made him raise his head from the fragrance of her hair the night before and question her identity. For the first time he was glad that he had not moved beyond the brink of her. It would have been too easy. Oh, far too easy.

The wager would have been won even without his knowing it. There would have been nothing more to be accomplished during these weeks except perhaps to indulge in a thoroughly pleasant and unexpected affair.

There would have been some triumph in winning such a wager within a week of making it. But no sense of personal accomplishment. He suddenly wanted the winning of this wager to be a moment indeed, a moment to remember. He hoped Diana Ingram would be cold and angry and thoroughly reluctant. He wanted to pursue her with all the skills of courtship and seduction that he had learned in the thirteen 
years since he had lost his virginity at the age of eighteen in the arms of a courtesan old enough to be his mother.

He wanted it to be the chase of a lifetime. Something to liven up the dull boredom of a house party. Something to liven up the rather dull monotony of his life.

And then the bedding would be sweet. Oh, very decidedly sweet. She was exquisite. What the devil had she seen in Teddy Ingram?

"Very naughty eyes indeed, Jack," Lady Knowles murmured in his ear as she set a fresh cup of tea at his elbow and seated herself beside him again. "Diana does not come easy, so I have heard."

"And very glad I am to hear it, ma'am," he said, sobering. But when his eyes alighted on the face of the older lady, he could not resist adding a wink to his words.
*  *  *

"It would be perfect. Quite simply perfect!" The Countess of Rotherham, splendidly decked out for the evening in royal blue gown and turban, a fresh arsenal of rings on her fingers, a set of large sapphires around her neck, had been joined in her sitting room by her husband. It was still a little early to go down for dinner.

The earl chuckled. ''I have not heard tell that he is in search of a wife, dear heart," he said.

His wife made an airy gesture with one hand and clucked her tongue. "No man is in search of a wife until he finds one," she said. "Have you ever heard any man admit that he is looking about him for a bride? Of course not. Men are conceited creatures and fear rejection. But this is perfect, dearest. I feel it in my bones. And of course Lester is all wrong for her. I don't know how I could have considered him."

The earl lowered himself onto a love seat, being careful to arrange the tails of his evening coat in such a way that they would not become creased. "You know that I want what is best for our dear Diana," he said. "She was good to poor Teddy. But I am not sure this would be quite the thing."

"Of course it is the thing," she said. "Trust me. Such a handsome couple, dearest. And Jack needs someone to settle him down. Still unmarried and one-and-thirry years of age. He is much to be pitied."

The earl stroked his chin. "As far as I know, he has something of a reputation with the ladies," he said. "Not quite what we would want for our little Diana, dear heart. I would not wish to see her unhappy. And besides, I doubt if she would have him. She has very much a mind of her own. Remember how surprised we were when she chose Teddy five years ago?"

"Teddy was a saint," his wife said.

"But not, one must confess, the sort of man one would have expected Diana to choose,'' he said. "She would never marry a rake, if you will pardon my plain speaking."

"Then she will reform him," his wife said brightly. "A reformed rake makes the best of husbands, it is said."

"Are you speaking from experience?" the earl asked, tweaking her cheek as she sat down beside him.

"Nonsense!" she said. "You were just a little wild, dearest. I never heard anyone call you a rake. But yes, you have been the perfect husband since our marriage. I could not have asked for a better."

"And you think that Diana and Jack could be as happy as we are?" he asked with a smile.

She thought for a moment. "Yes," she said decisively. "There was a definite spark, dearest. I saw it the moment Claudia presented Diana to him. A definite spark, though they scarce spoke to each other. I shall go to work on the matter immediately. You may expect an announcement before everyone disperses in three weeks' time."

"Poor Jack," the earl said with a low chuckle. "If he only knew it, his bachelor days are numbered. I wonder how hard he will fight."

"He will thank me for it eventually," she said. "You will see. Of course, he will not really come right out and thank me, because I shall manage the matter with such subtlety that he will not even realize when the time comes that he owes his bride to me."

"And Diana?" he asked.

''Diana is probably in love with him already,'' the countess said. "What woman below the age of thirty could look at Jack and not fall in love with him? He is almost criminally handsome and quite irresistibly roguish. What a combination. It should not be allowed."

The earl pinched her cheek again. "I am growing more and more jealous by the minute," he said.

"Dearest," she said, "how absurd you are sometimes. But he is perfect for our Diana. Just perfect. Now what can we do for Ernest? He is eight-and-twenty already."

*  *  *

"It is quite, quite intolerable." Diana bent her head forward so that Bridget could clasp her pearls at her neck— the pearls that Teddy had given her as a wedding gift, and the only expensive gift he had ever given her.

"He is probably embarrassed too, mum," Bridget said, patting her mistress's neck to indicate that the task was completed. "After all, he is the one that made the mistake about the rooms, not you."

"Embarrassed? He?" Diana gave her maid an incredulous look in the mirror. "He was quite delighted by my discomfiture. He bowed and raised one insolent eyebrow, and he dared to smile at me behind his eyes.'' She adjusted the pearls quite unnecessarily at her neck. She looked into the mirror with renewed indignation. "And he called me Diana."

"Oh, mum," Bridget said, shocked.

"He is enjoying the situation," Diana said, "I can tell. I know his type. Too handsome for his own good. Thinks that he is the answer to every woman's prayer. Thinks he has only to crook a finger to make a woman come running. Thinks he can make me flush and simper and flutter my eyelashes merely by raising that eyebrow. There should be a law that gentlemen can raise only both eyebrows together or none at all. There really should."

"He is a very handsome gent," Bridget conceded.

"That should not be allowed either," Diana said. "Gentlemen who are that handsome should not be allowed to run around free doing all sorts of damage to female hearts. Other female hearts, that is. It is a good thing that I spent a Season in London five years ago, Bridget, and know all about gentlemen like him. You can see now, perhaps, why it was I married the Reverend Ingram."

"He was an angel," Bridget said without hesitation.

Diana got to her feet and looked at herself full length in a pier glass. "Yes, he was," she said. "I felt quite comfortable with him, Bridget. He would not have raised an eyebrow and smiled behind his eyes at a lady whose bed he had climbed into by mistake one night. He would have done the gentlemanly thing and died of mortification."

"Yes, mum," Bridget said. "I think it very likely that I will come to blows with his man before many days have passed, I give you fair warning. Lifted his nose in the air when he saw me belowstairs, he did, as if I was a particularly grubby and ragged worm, mum. Nasty man! And I a lady's maid. I am not dirt under anyone's boots, I'm not."

"No, you certainly are not," Diana agreed, by now thoroughly out of sorts with the whole world. "And do you realize what this means, Bridget? It means that my brother-in-law, Lord Crensford, and Mr. Lester Houndsleigh were the imbeciles who almost upset us into the hedge. Why did I not suspect it when we were only ten miles from Rotherham Hall? I would wager a fortune his lordship was holding the ribbons. The Reverend used to tell me that the only time his brother was wild was when he was driving a sporting conveyance. But that was not wild. That was reckless. And he does not even know that he did it. Such drivers should be hanged, he told me. Well!'' She threw a world of scorn into the final syllable.

"You look lovely, mum," Bridget said, admiring the white silk of her lady's evening gown.

"Do I?" Diana frowned at her image. "I do not look too much like a young girl about to make her come-out? I want to look my best tonight, Bridget." She met her maid's eyes in the mirror and flushed slightly. ''It is the first time I have been in company, you know, since the Reverend's passing.''

"You look lovely, mum," Bridget repeated.

' 'I just wish I did not have to face that man,'' Diana said, turning decisively to the door. "It is most degrading. And a marquess, no less, Bridget. He could not even be a simple mister or perhaps a baronet. Oh, no, he has to be a marquess. I would have gone home this morning from the inn if I had only realized. Or if I had even suspected that he was to be a guest here. And how could I not have? However, I did not go home, and I must face him. And I shall do so without a blush or a tremor. I shall not give him the satisfaction of knowing that I even remember yesterday and last night. I shall stay far away from him for the three weeks. It should not be hard to do with eighteen guests expected and most of them here already, should it?"

"No, mum," Bridget said doubtfully.

Of course, Diana thought less than half an hour later, one had to remember that one was not quite in control of one's own destiny when one was in company with the Earl and Countess of Rotherham. Somehow, through absolutely no fault of her own, she found her hand on the Marquess of Kenwood's splendidly muscled arm as they all moved from the drawing room to the dining room. And the natural result of that, of course, was that she sat beside him at dinner.

To do him justice, she did not think that he had maneuvered for such a thing any more than she had. But the countess's bright blue and flashing presence had swept through the drawing room, and there they were, his arm extended to her, her hand resting on it.
*  *  *

An amazing woman, the countess! Diana only hoped that it had been a passing whim to pair her with the marquess for dinner. But she had a horrid, stomach-churning premonition. Her mother-in-law wanted to find her a new husband. The marquess was almost glaringly eligible in every imaginable way. She hoped she was wrong. Oh, please God she was wrong.

She knew she was not wrong.

She sat beside him at the table undergoing the utmost torture with every passing minute. Her right arm positively burned and sizzled with awareness, though six inches of air at least separated it from his. And the memories! Oh, the memories were quite intolerable and must be suppressed with all the ruthlessness of which she was capable. Those very masculine, though well manicured hands that held his knife and fork. Gracious heaven, they had been all over her. All over.

"I trust you have recovered from your indisposition, Diana," he said suddenly from beside her, almost making her swallow a mouthful of fish unchewed. "The headache, was it? There is nothing like a relaxed home atmosphere to make one feel more the thing, is there?"

"I am feeling quite well, I thank you, my lord," she said as coolly as she was able. Not so easy a thing to accomplish when one had just looked up, startled, into a pair of very blue bedroom eyes. Gracious, he had no business looking at anyone that way. Not outside the bedroom, anyway.

"Traveling English roads and sleeping in English inns can be quite detrimental to the health, I understand," he said. If she could only be sure that that really was a tremor of amusement in his voice, she would be hard put to it not to smack his face hard. "Or at least disturbing to one's emotional equilibrium."

Well! Bridget had thrown the barmaid out of his room. Why did that detail suddenly pop into her mind? He had thought her the barmaid and treated her accordingly. And he was not even ashamed now to know how that he had done all those dreadful things to a lady.

"I am sure I have the strength of body and mind to make a quick and thorough recovery, my lord," she told her fish with what she thought was quite laudable coolness.

"Tell me." His voice was pitched low beneath a burst of laughter that greeted one of Sir Joshua Knowles's stories. And the voice was as inappropriate outside a bedroom as his eyes had been a few moments before. "Did you think I was Teddy? I met him only three or four times, but I must have seriously underestimated him."

"No," she said indignantly, and wished and wished a moment later that she had not dignified his words with any response at all, "of course I did not think you were Teddy."

"Ah," he said, his voice as much of a caress as the "Mm" had been the night before. And he smiled. She did not know for sure that he smiled because she was carefully cutting into her fish. But she would have bet a fortune on the conviction that he was smiling.

He turned away to talk with Paula Peabody on his other side. And Diana, almost sagging with relief, was left wondering what he had meant by that "Ah," and indignant that he had not explained himself. She had not thought he was Teddy, she had told him. And then that soft and caressing " Ah." Whatever had he meant by it? And how dare he mean anything!

"You had a difficult journey here?" Russell Peabody asked from her other side.
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Most of the gentlemen were whiling away the morning three days later in the billiard room while the ladies were either still in bed or on a shopping expedition to the village two miles away.

Viscount Wendell had remarked rather sadly that billiards was the one unclerical activity that his youngest brother had been remarkably skilled at.

"Yes," Lord Crensford agreed. "You knew that once Teddy got the cue in his hands, you might as well go in search of a good book. The game was over."

''Diana seems to be doing well,'' Sir Joshua Knowles said, "considering how bewildered she was just a year ago. She is in good looks. But then, of course, she is young. She will marry again."

"Mrs. Diana Ingram," Mr. Thomas Peabody said with some emphasis, "would be a prize well worth the winning."

"I loved Teddy dearly," Viscount Wendell added, clucking his tongue as he missed a corner pocket and relinquishing his place at the table to Lester Houndsleigh, "but I must confess we could never quite understand why Diana chose him. She might have had almost anyone. Pritchard was dangling after her and Honeywell and Darlington, to mention only some of the titled ones."

"She was overwhelmed by it all, doubtless," Sir Joshua said. "She was straight from me schoolroom and straight from the country, was she not, Clarence? Teddy had what she probably needed more than anything else—a kindly smile."

Lord Crensford gaped. "Is that what Teddy had that I didn't?" he said unwisely. All eyes turned his way.

"Fancied her yourself, did you, Ernie?" Sir Joshua said with a chuckle.

''She wouldn't have had you,'' Lester said, squinting along his cue in preparation for attempting an impossible shot. "You need less nose to be beautiful enough for Diana, Ernie."

"Oh, I say," his cousin said indignantly. "Teddy was no more handsome than I."

"But he did have that sweet smile," his uncle reminded him.

"And he had a brain," Lord Wendell added with a chuckle. "Diana is bright enough to admire brains."

"Oh, I say." Poor Lord Crensford was rendered speechless.

Lord Kenwood clapped a hand on his shoulder. "Come and take a stroll outside with me, Ernie," he said. "I still haven't seen this river you have spoken of."

"I wish I could learn when to keep my mouth shut," Lord Crensford said when they were safely outside the billiard room. "I was in love with Diana once, I'll admit. Everyone was. But I never held out any hope. It was only after she accepted Teddy that I thought perhaps if I had been the bold one ... I don't love her anymore. I can only think of her as Teddy's. And as my sister."

Lord Kenwood led the way outside and breamed in lungfuls of warm air, fragrant with the scents of the numerous flowers in the formal garden. "I wouldn't worry about it," he said. "They were just teasing. So Peabody fancies Diana, does he?"

"She won't have him," Lord Crensford said. "He is more than twenty years-older than she. His son must be her age.''

"But then it seems that everyone thought she would not have Teddy," the marquess said.

Ernest threw him a sharp glance. "Diana never was easily manipulated," he said. "You have been hanging about her altogether too much, Jack."

The marquess raised one eyebrow. "How else am I to win my wager?" he asked. "And win it I will, Ernie, my boy, you may rest assured."

"Diana's name should never appear in any betting book," the other said. "Not in any capacity at all. But this! It is too sordid by half."

"But she is there," the marquess pointed out reasonably.

"Rittsman must win," Lord Crensford said. "You have to let him win, Jack. I'll pay him the five hundred guineas."

"You, Ernie?" The marquess looked at him in amused astonishment. "You are often in dun territory, are you not?"

"I'll find five hundred guineas," his cousin said, "for Diana."

"You are still in love with her!" Lord Kenwood stopped in his tracks.

"No, I am not." Lord Crensford flushed with indignation. "But she is my sister-in-law, Jack. And Teddy is no longer alive to protect her. It doesn't seem right somehow seeing her here without him. I daresay it's my job to protect her now, Clarence being too busy with Claudia and the children. And I intend to do it. Hands off, eh? Forget the wager."

Although their intention when they left the house had been to walk around to the back and down to the river, which flowed through the wood, they had in fact progressed ho farther than the corner of the house.

The Marquess of Kenwood clasped his hands behind his back. "Ernie," he said, "do I detect a threat?"

His cousin paused to consider. "I suppose so," he said at last. "I am telling you not to force yourself on Diana. And I suppose that means that if you do, I will do something to you."

"What?" The marquess rocked back on his heels.

"Oh, Lord," the other said, beads of sweat coating his upper lip, "can't you just agree like a gentleman, Jack? Does this have to get ridiculous? I'd draw your cork, I suppose. Punch your lights out. Have you name your seconds. Sneak off with Papa's dueling pistols. I don't know what I would do." He frowned. "But I would do something. Leave her alone."

"Have you ever heard of me forcing myself on any woman?" The marquess's tone was amused.

"No, I haven't," Lord Crenshaw said, clearly rattled, "but I have heard of females crying their brains out after you have had them and threatening suicide and worse when they knew you had been merely dallying with them, Jack. It's all very well for you to claim, you know, that you give them pleasure andall that, and I don't doubt that it's true, though I don't know how you do it. But pleasure isn't enough for some people. Especially females. Their hearts get involved. It's all right for you, Jack. You don't have a heart."

The marquess was still rocking on his heels. "Bravo," he said. "I didn't know you were capable of such a lengthy and impassioned speech, my boy. Look, Ernie, a wager is a wager. And at White's! I couldn't dream of forfeiting it. I would never live down the ignominy. I'm sorry that it has to be Diana, since you obviously feel very protective of her. But I'm not going to hurt her or break her heart, you know. One bedding, that's all. Surely a sensible woman like Diana won't get all silly and sentimental after one bedding."

"Diana would," Lord Crensford said stubbornly. "Diana wouldn't do such a thing lightly."

"Look!" Lord Kenwood was beginning to feel exasperated and to wonder why he was standing and arguing the point yet again. "Chances are, Ernie, that she will have none of me. We have been here three days already and you must have seen how she sticks her nose in the air and turns to marble whenever I am within eight feet."

"Which happens to be quite often," Lord Crensford pointed out.

The marquess grinned. "I think you have your mama to thank for that," he said. "She has clearly decided to play matchmaker and match up Diana and me."

"It would serve you right too," his cousin said, "if you were to end up married to her. I would wish for it with all my heart, Jack, as suitable punishment for you if I didn't know that Diana would live a life of misery with you afterward."

"Well, goodness me," the marquess said, his voice drawling in a way that always set his relative's teeth on edge, "you have decided to take the gloves off, haven't you, Ernie? Fortunately, your precious Diana is in no danger. Even ten of your mamas working on me all together could not bring me to the altar. And it looks as if we are going to be saved from coming to blows for this morning anyway. The carriage that 
is approaching is not any of the ones the ladies took into the village, is it?"

Lord Crensford turned to watch the ponderous old coach that was drawing to a halt before the front doors of the house. Those doors opened at the same moment, and the earl and countess came out and down the marble steps.

Lord Crensford sighed. "It's Wickenham's carriage,", he said. "Claudia's father. Claudia's mother and sister; at a guess. I was beginning to hope . . . But no matter. That means all the guests are here, since Allan and Michael and Nancy arrived yesterday."

The two men strolled over to greet the new arrivals, who were being hugged and kissed by the earl and countess.

Lord Kenwood looked appreciatively at the tall, slim and handsome figure of the older lady, and assessingly at her daughter. She could not be a day over eighteen. Beneath a pert little straw hat, she was all bouncing auburn ringlets and merry brown eyes and upturned nose and generous mouth and—yes, definitely—sprinkled freckles. Beautiful? No, not at all, he thought. Attractive? Decidedly so, for those whose tastes ran to innocent and mischievous schoolroom misses.

He bowed to the ladies, to whom he was being presented, and glanced at Lord Crensford. And found himself considerably amused and intrigued to find that his relative was regarding the little beauty with a look of almost open disgust.

"I was fourteen," Miss Angela Wickenham was saying with a smile at Ernest that wrinkled her nose in a most charming way. She was clearly speaking in reply to something the countess had said. "It was at Claudia's wedding. And you did not know I was alive, my lord."

"Oh, yes, I certainly did know that," Lord Crensford said, taking her hand and not seeming to know if he should shake it or carry it to his lips.

"I was fourteen," she said. "A mere child."

Lord Crensford shook her hand and released it.

"All the ladies have gone into the village this morning," the countess said, taking Mrs. Wickenham's arm and leading her in the direction of the house, "except Claudia, who is playing with the children and awaiting your arrival with great impatience. She must not have heard your carriage, the nursery being at the back of the house, you see. Most of the gentlemen are playing billiards. Come, I will take you to your rooms. You will want to refresh yourselves before going to the nursery to see our grandchildren. How wonderful it is to have our family around us again. Though not as many as we could have wished, the Season still being on in London. Only eighteen guests all told, alas."

The earl took Miss Wickenham's arm and patted it in a fatherly way.

"I can't imagine why they would want to come," Lord Crensford said ungraciously to the marquess. "They are not really family. Except for Claudia, of course."

Lord Kenwood fingered his quizzing glass but did not raise it to his eye. "You do not find the little beauty rather exquisite, Ernie?"

"Exquisite!" Lord Crensford's brows snapped together in a frown. "A more pestilential female you would not hope to find. She clung to me just like a leech when she was here for Clarence's wedding. And Mama expected me to do the pretty and entertain her since Teddy was already married at the time. Entertain! She knew how to get into a dozen scrapes a day. I was mortally tired of those freckles by the time she took herself off."

The marquess laughed outright. "That was four years ago," he said. "She just said so. She was fourteen. She was doubtless flat all over and about as interesting as a blade of grass, was she? I would say she has come a long way since then. Didn't you take a good look?"

"I'll doubtless take plenty of good looks in the next few weeks,'' Lord Crensford said wrathfully. ''I can tell you what is going to happen, Jack, as surely as we are standing here. Mama is going to conceive the cork-brained notion that the chit and I should team up for a while—like for the duration of both our lives. And I won't stand a chance. Some pleasant stay at home this is going to turn out to be."

The marquess clapped him on the shoulder. "You and I will team up instead, Ernie," he said. "A pair of confirmed and determined bachelors against a formidable foe—your mother. She cannot possibly win against the two of us, my boy."

Lord Crensford wore a face of the utmost gloom. "You don't know Mama," he said. "We might as well plan a double wedding here and now, Jack, and save ourselves time and energy."


*  *  *

The Countess of Rotherham had enough tact to realize that two grandmothers, an aunt, and a mother were just too many adults for a nursery that contained only two young children. As soon as the first noisy greetings were over, she left Mrs. Wickenham and Angela in Claudia's care and retreated to her sitting room, where the earl was reading a book.

"How wonderful it is to be surrounded by the members of one's own family," she said. "Is there anything to match the feeling of utter coziness, dearest?"

"Nothing," he agreed placidly. "Mrs. Wickenham is in good looks. And Angela has grown into a pretty little thing, has she not?"

"Oh, remarkably so," she said. "But I always knew she would. Such a sweet and lively young girl."

The earl chuckled. "She will lead the gentlemen a merry dance if Wickenham takes her to London for the Season next year," he said.

The countess seated herself beside him and looked thoughtful. "Dearest," she said, "do you not think she would be quite perfect for Ernest?"

He chuckled again. "I doubt if she would have him, dear heart," he said. "She is a remarkably pretty little thing."

She raised her eyebrows. "Too pretty for Ernest?" she said.

The earl rubbed his chin. ''Well,'' he said, "we love him dearly, of course, because he is our son. But I don't think he can be described as markedly handsome."

"But not ugly either," she said. "It is true that his nose is rather large. And then of course there is his hair. But he is not ugly, dearest. And he is very good-natured. And very loving. It can still bring tears to my eyes to recall how bitterly disappointed he was when he knew that dear Diana was going to marry Teddy, though he said nothing, of course. But he has been the dearest and the kindest of brothers to her ever since. Angela will be fortunate to have him."

"Will be?" he asked teasingly. "It is all settled in your mind, then, dear heart?"

She thought for a moment. "Yes," she said decisively at last. "It would be quite perfect. Ernest will be a steadying influence on her. And she will liven up his life. She is very lively—or at least she used to be, and she still has a face full of mischief. Who could not love the girl at a glance? I am quite sure Ernest is a fair way to loving her already. All the two of them need is a little nudge in the right direction."

"By your hand, I take it, dear heart," he said.

She smiled. "Of course," she said. "But don't worry. I shall be as subtle as I always am. They will never know."

He took her hand in his, smiled fondly at her, and raised the hand to his lips.

"Diana is being a very clever girl," the countess said.

The earl raised his eyebrows in inquiry.

"She is not showing any interest whatsoever in Jack," she said, "even though I have quite cleverly thrown them together on several occasions. That is quite the most perfect way to bring Jack around. He would lose interest in her in no time at all if she were always hanging on his sleeve. Poor Paula. It would be a kindness to tell that girl that he will never afford her so much as a second glance if she continues to blush and sigh whenever he is in the same room as she. I am proud of Diana."

The earl scratched his head. "But how do you know that Diana is not really indifferent to Jack?" he asked. "I must confess, dear heart, that I have been thinking that perhaps this would be one of your rare failures. Not that you could be blamed. Diana has shown before that she is a young lady of independent mind."

The countess clucked her tongue and gazed fondly at her husband. ''You know nothing, dearest,'' she said. ''You are a typical man. Of course Diana is taken with Jack. Why else would she ignore him?"

The earl was effectively silenced.
*  *  *

Diana had indeed been forced into company with the Marquess of Kenwood several times in the days since their arrival, and she did not like the situation at all. It seemed to have become quite an accepted thing that he lead her into the dining room for dinner and seat her beside him. He had been sent—by the countess, of course—to help her cut roses in the rose garden and to turn the pages of her music 
as she sat quietly playing the pianoforte in the drawing room one evening.

She was heartily sick of the whole business, and had had several comfortable cozes with Bridget, her maid complaining about the valet, she about the master.

Perhaps she would not have disliked him had she met him under any other circumstances. Or if her mother-in-law had not so obviously—and disastrously—chosen him as her second husband. But as it was, she could not see him—or even think about him—without squirming with embarrassment and distaste.

If he had only been suitably humiliated at sight of her, perhaps she could have forgiven him. Perhaps they might have exchanged apologies and smiles and been, if not comfortable with each other, at least cordial.

But he was not at all humiliated. Or remotely sorry for the terrible embarrassment he had caused her. Not at all. His eyes laughed at her every time she looked into them, which happened far more frequently than she would have liked. And he had a way of raising one eyebrow that could deepen the color in her cheeks several shades, try as she would to look cold and indifferent. And mere was something else about his eyes too. They had a way of looking at her as if she had no clothes on. It was disconcerting, to say the very least.

She knew without a doubt that every time he looked at her, every time he spoke to her, every time he touched her, he was remembering. As she was, of course—how could she not? But at least she had the decency to remember with some horror. He clearly delighted in the memories.

The wretch. Perhaps it was unfair to hate him. After all, the mistake he had made had really been Bridget's. But she hated him anyway. He was quite ruining any chance she might have had to relax at Rotherham Hall.

And it was with him that the countess was trying to match her. Oh, no. Over her dead body!

And so it was with a feeling of some triumph that on the afternoon when the countess had organized a game of cricket on the lower lawn the day after the arrival of Mrs. Wicken-ham and Angela, she scooped Patricia, her infant niece, up into her arms and set herself very firmly between Claudia and Angela, who tripped along at her side, chattering brightly, as she usually did, about any topic that suggested itself to her mind.

The walk past the formal gardens and the orchard would be one at least that she would not have to take on the arm of the Marquess of Kenwood.

The gentlemen were to play cricket. They had really had no choice in the matter, since the countess's idea of entertaining was to provide exercise—preferably outdoors— for her guests during almost every moment of the day. Cricket was not, of course, a ladies' game. The ladies, it seemed, were to get their exercise from sitting at the edge of the lawn looking decorative and cheering on the team of their choice.

"Oh, dear," Claudia said, settling her skirts and her children around her, "Clarence is going to bowl. And he must ever take a run in of twenty yards in order to do so. I am afraid that he quite forgets that he and his thirtieth birthday parted company some time ago."

"He bowls with such flair, though, Claudia," her aunt said soothingly. "I wish they had not put Ernest out quite so close to the boundary. He never seems able to make a catch, and he gets so upset with himself if he drops one."

Angela giggled and spoke confidentially to Diana. "When I was here last," she said, "I simply worshiped Lord Crens-ford. I was only fourteen, you know, and he ten years older. I thought him quite splendid. He did not know I existed."

"Well," Diana said with a smile into the bright, pretty face beside her, "I am sure he must know you exist now, Angela. It would be very strange if he did not."

"I think he must be shy," the girl replied. "Allan and Russell and Lester are very attentive—I think perhaps they admire me a little—but Lord Crensford avoids me. He never looks quite into my eyes. Do you think he is shy?"

"I think perhaps he is," Diana said, closing her eyes and groaning as Ernest, who had been poised below a hovering ball right on the boundary for what seemed like endless seconds, lost the ball in the sunlight, and let it drop out for a six.

Most of the ladies applauded with some enthusiasm. Not for Ernest's error, but for the splendid way in which Lord Kenwood had begun his stint at bat.

"It really does not seem fair, does it," Lady Knowles said, beaming happily, "that gentlemen who are handsome and charming so often seem able to do everything else well too?"

Lord Kenwood was leaning indolently and modestly on his bat, one padded leg crossed behind the other. Looking quite annoyingly handsome, Diana thought. And it was true. It did not seem fair. Poor Ernest was searching the bushes for the lost ball.

Fortunately, she thought spitefully at the end of a long game, the marquess had scored only twenty runs before Clarence shattered the wickets behind him with a particularly fast-paced ball. And his team lost to Clarence's by ten runs. A quite satisfactory conclusion.

But Claudia and her mother had taken the restless children back to the house half an hour before, and Angela had somehow got herself into the center of a loudly chattering group of young girls. And she was in imminent danger of having her mother-in-law suggest that she take the marquess's arm for the walk back to the house. She crossed the lawn with some haste to where Lord Crensford was pulling his coat on over his shirt.

She linked an arm through his when he was finished. She liked to be with Ernest. He was always cheerful and always quietly affectionate. And safe. He reminded her quite a lot of Teddy, though the two brothers had looked nothing alike. Ernest had always been characterized by his prominent nose and his unruly fair hair, which no amount of brushing would seem to tame into a fashionable style.

"Are you quite exhausted?" she asked. "You did a great deal of running."

"A very tactful way to comment on my game, Diana," he said, smiling ruefully at her. "I am afraid cricket was never my strong point. I was one of those boys at school who was always picked last for a team. Did you see me knock down the wickets with a back swing of my bat? But of course you saw. I wished at the time that there were a hole somewhere close by deep enough to hide my head in."

"Oh, come now," she said. "You did score six runs, Ernest, even if you were not the hero of the hour. And your team won. You beat the Marquess of Kenwood for all his glorious six and two fours."

"You sound as if you don't like him much," he said. "Don't you, Diana?"

She shrugged. "I don't know him well enough to know whether I like him or not," she said guardedly.

Lord Crensford coughed. ''You need to watch out for Jack, you know," he said.

"What?" she said sharply. "No, I do not know, Ernest."

"You have been spending some time with him," he said. "That's Mama's doing, I know. And it's awfully hard to fight against Mama when she has her mind set on something."

"Ernest," she said, "what about the marquess?"

He ran one hand through his hair, leaving it standing in curled spikes on his head. "Oh, well, you know," he said, "Jack is something of a rake, if you will pardon me for using such a word in a lady's hearing. It's inevitable, I suppose, given his good looks and all that. Females go wild over him."

"Do they?" she said quietly. "And do you think that I have gone wild over him, Ernest?"

"You?" he said. "No, no, Diana. You have too much sense. But no woman seems to be safe with him. I thought it only fair to warn you."

"He has no morals at all?" she asked.

"Oh, I daresay he has morals," he said, looking decidedly uncomfortable. "All gentlemen have morals, Diana. He just doesn't use them much where females are concerned, that's all. He almost fought a duel with old Percy, you know, over Percy's wife. Jack even went as far as to name his seconds. But then she ran off with an army captain and Percy withdrew his challenge. A nasty business, though."

"And was the marquess guilty?" she asked.

''Well, of course he was guilty,'' he said. ''He never tried to deny it. But look, Diana, I shouldn't be saying this. I shouldn't have started it. It's not at all the sort of thing you should have to listen to."

"Why did you tell me then?" she asked.

He said nothing for a while, only took a deep breath. Diana idly watched Clarence walk along ahead of them, carrying on his shoulder his son, who had come running down from the house as soon as the game was over.

"No reason," he said. "I would just advise you to stay away from him, that's all, Diana."

"I have been trying," she said, "but without much success, I'm afraid."

"It's wise of you to try," he said. "No good can come of it, you know. He will only break your heart."

"No, he certainly will not," she said firmly. "I would have to have some feelings for him before he could do that, Ernest."

"That's true," he said, brightening. "The only trouble is that most females seem to end up having some feelings for Jack."

"Well, not this female," she said. "You may count on it. And you can be my knight defender, Ernest. You can protect me from him. Will you? Prevent me from being alone with him and all that?"

"He would probably flatten me the first time I tried it," he said. "But I'll do it anyway, if that is what you want, Diana. I have to look after you, don't I, with Teddy gone. Do you miss him?" He covered one of her hands with his own.

"Yes," she said softly. "At times like this I miss him dreadfully, Ernest. I feel so very—unsafe."

"Well, you don't need to," he said. "I can't bring Teddy back for you, Diana, though I wish I could. But I can protect you as he would have from someone like Jack."

"Thank you, Ernest," she said, smiling warmly up into his face and feeling safe for the first time since Claudia had asked her if she had met Jack.
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"The gall of the man," Diana said indignantly to Bridget a few hours later, when her maid was arranging her curls at the back of her head for the evening. "The very gall, Bridget. To come to a respectable house like this and expect decent people to associate with him."

Bridget clucked her tongue. "Shocking it is, mum," she said. "It's what comes of being too handsome, very like."

"I would wager the countess, my mother-in-law, does not know he is a rake," Diana said. "She surely would not have allowed him to come here if she had. I should tell her, should I not? But I don't believe I could get my tongue around the word outside the privacy of this room. Oh, to think of it, Bridget."

Bridget shook her head to indicate that she was indeed thinking about it.

"I might have known," Diana said, "when he showed no shame after mistaking his room at the inn, but actually made a joke of it at poor Reverend Ingram's expense. Yes, he did, Bridget. I did not tell you of that before, did I? That showed a very base instinct. And of course I might have known even earlier when you told me about the barmaid."

"She was a very common piece, mum," Bridget said. "No respectable girl would allow a gentleman to kiss her and place his hand on her bosom in the middle of a public taproom, would she?"

"No, indeed," Diana agreed, having worked herself into a very satisfactory state of righteous indignation. "I shall not speak with him again, Bridget, and I shall refuse his arm if he offers it to me on any occasion whatsoever. Even if her ladyship goes to extraordinary lengths to arrange it. I shall have nothing more to do with the Marquess of Kenwood at all."

''Very wise, mum," Bridget said, standing back to admire her handiwork on her mistress's hair. "Though he is a very handsome gent, to be sure. And if that man"—Bridget referred to only one mortal as that man—"looks at me one more time along that thin nose of his as if I am no better than a scullery maid, I shall disgrace myself and poke my tongue out at him, mum. I give you fair warning. He never has said he was sorry for what happened at that inn. Accusing me of being a thief, indeed!"

"Like master, like man, I suppose," Diana said, and felt vastly comforted by her lapse into spite.


*  *  *

"A beautiful evening for a stroll, yes," the Marquess of Kenwood agreed. And a moment later, "Yes, indeed, there do seem to be more stars than usual in the sky tonight. An extraordinarily clear evening."

It was very easy to converse with Miss Nancy Decker, he found. She said the obvious with grave good sense and seemed perfectly satisfied to have him repeat her observations after her. And she had a pleasant enough voice and a mildly pretty person.

It would be more amusing to have Mrs. Diana Ingram on his arm, of course, he thought, looking at the lady, who was walking ahead of him with Mr. Thomas Peabody. But there were compensations. It had certainly been amusing to watch her smile dazzlingly and quite shamelessly at the older man as soon as the countess announced during dinner that they all simply must walk the mile to the old castle afterward since the structure looked at its most romantic in the moonlight.

Mrs. Ingram had been sitting beside him at the time. Not that he had led her into the dining room. She had made a quite noticeable lunge for Lester's arm when dinner was announced and had looked comically chagrined when the oblivious Lester had seated her in her usual place.

She had smiled dazzlingly at Peabody, who sat directly across the table from them. "The castle really is beautiful, sir," she had said. "Have you seen it before?"

Hardly words of great profundity. But of course they had been accompanied by that smile. Shameless hussy! Peabody had almost swallowed his wine glass together with the wine.

"Once, when I was here a few years ago," he had said, "but it was during the daytime."

A most witty and fascinating conversation, Lord Kenwood had thought, eyeing his food with continued amusement. She so clearly had decided that being stiff and unapproachable with him—as she had been for the past four days—was not sufficient punishment for the embarrassment he had caused her at a certain inn. He was to be more aggressively cold-shouldered. Dear girl. She needed a helping hand.

"You must take Diana on your arm, Peabody," he had said amiably. "She will doubtless be able to show you the castle at just the right angles for maximum effect."

He had won a full and inscrutable look from those dark gray eyes for his pains. But it had all been arranged with the minimum of fuss. He really must take up matchmaking some time—perhaps during his dotage, when the pleasures of the chase on his own behalf had palled. Good heavens, would that day ever dawn? Ghastly thought.

"Yes, indeed," he agreed with Nancy, "it is almost as bright as daylight. But far cooler than during the day. More comfortable for a walk, I would say."

There would have to be some switching of partners when they reached the castle, of course. He was far too experienced a hunter to rush his fences, but nevertheless those fences must be jumped. He had played Diana Ingram's game for four days already. It was time to take the initiative. And what better place and time than a moldering old castle in the moonlight? Romantic, the countess had called it? He could think 
of another more appropriate word. He did not believe in romance.

But really, he discovered when the castle came into sight, he was not going to have to use any great ingenuity after all.

Bless the countess!

"There it is!" she announced to the group that had been trooping along behind her, her voice full of triumph as if they did not all have eyes and had not seen for themselves. ' 'And did I not tell you all that it looks most splendid in the moonlight?"

A dozen voices murmured their assent and appreciation.

It really was rather magnificent, too. It was a massive fourteenth-century fortress, which had at some time in the dim past also been the family home. Indeed, it did not look quite the ruin the marquess had expected. The four circular bastions at its corners still looked remarkably whole as did the stone walls between with their battlements and arrow-slit windows.

Two square towers and a huge arched gateway were at the center of the front wall. A stone causeway led to them over a wide, dried-up moat.

"It is quite frighteningly magnificent," Nancy said in some awe.

"Yes, indeed it is," he agreed.

"It is a pity the moon is behind us," the countess said. "It would look far more romantic poised over one of the towers, would it not? But no matter. Now, you will all wish to step inside and see the courtyard. But you must be very careful, especially since we do not have full daylight. There must be no climbing whatsoever, dears. It would be too dangerous. Now let me see."

The marquess, who had been wondering how he might best interest Peabody and Nancy Decker in each other, sensed what was coming and relaxed.

"Ernest," the countess said decisively, "you must lead the way since you would know the place blindfold. Take Angela on your arm, dear, since she is the youngest and will therefore need the most assistance. Diana, my dear, do take my arm for a minute and just gaze with me at the splendor of it all."

The guests began to follow Lord Crensford and Angela in pairs across the great causeway. The marquess watched in amusement as Ernie threw his mother a drowning look, offered his arm to a pert and smiling Miss Wickenham, and proceeded on his way, his arm held stiffly out to the side, while his companion 
was already chattering away to him. Poor Ernie! But really, hadn't he taken a good look at the girl?

"Thomas," the countess said, "Diana is a romantic like me and loves to just gaze. You will wish to explore the courtyard. Do go along and do not mind us. And take Nancy with you. Nancy, take Thomas's arm, dear. I do assure you that it is the steadiest one in the group, and that causeway is really quite high above the moat, though there is no water in which to drown yourself, of course."

The two of them reacted just like puppets on a string, the marquess thought, glancing in some admiration at his hostess. It was likely that they did not even realize that they had been manipulated. It was equally unlikely that Diana Ingram shared their ignorance. Her back had stiffened noticeably.

Diana knew what was coming as surely as if the words had been spoken already. And she was quite powerless to prevent them. She might as well be dumb and paralyzed.

"Jack," the countess said on a sudden thought, "you have not seen the castle before, have you? You really must not waste such a lovely evening on something as prosaic as exploring the courtyard. You can do that by daylight. What you must see is the moat on the north side. There is still water back there. And of course it will look at its most splendid tonight with the moonlight on it. Oh, dear, if I were only not feeling so weary after a busy day. Age must be creeping up on me." She laughed merrily.

The marquess smiled and clasped his hands behind his back. Why contribute to the conversation when she was doing so excellently well on her own?

Diana waited tensely—and hopelessly.

"Diana!" The countess was struck by inspiration. "Of course, dear, you can show Jack the way around to the back. You have been there several times before."

"Perhaps everyone would care to walk around there after seeing the inside," Diana said, trying to keep her voice cool. But she felt something very like panic.

"And they would all surely spoil the atmosphere," her mother-in-law said. "It will be just perfect tonight, dear, in the quiet of evening, and Jack really should see it for the first time at its best. Run along now, and don't feel that you must hurry. You know the way home if the rest of us have started back already. How kind you are, dear, to relieve me of those extra few steps."

''It would be my pleasure, Mama,'' Diana said, her voice as brittle as her spine as she took the marquess's arm. Could he not have said something? Pretended fatigue? Expressed an eagerness to see the courtyard? But no, of course, he was enjoying all this.

Lord Kenwood smiled down at her. "The castle is in far better repair than I expected," he said.

"Yes," she agreed.

"I expected that I would be called upon to exclaim with admiration over a heap of a dozen mossy stones," he said.

"Did you?"

"Of course, the outer walls of castles were often far stronger than any other part of the structure. I suppose that inside it looks more the ruin that it is?"

"Yes."

"It is a shame that the moat does not still completely surround it."

"Yes."

''And I suppose that I will have to continue delivering these pearls of wisdom for the next half hour or so and expect monosyllables in reply."

"Y__"

"Or perhaps single letters in reply. What have I done to offend you, Diana? I mean specifically today. I have of course been the recipient of your displeasure since our arrival here. But I can understand that any well-bred lady might feel a certain vexation against the man who had unwittingly discovered that she was capable of being for less well-bred under certain, ah, very private circumstances. But what has happened today?"

"Nothing has happened today," she said. "You have not offended me."

"Were you annoyed that the ball Ernie so clumsily dropped out by the boundary was hit by me?" he asked. "But I presented him with the perfect chance for his moment of glory. He had no business dropping it, you know. I had not greased it."

"Gentlemen are foolish to take games so seriously," she said.

"I suppose we are," he agreed amiably. "But it is hard not to when there are so many lovely ladies looking on. I did not taunt Ernie when he could not find the ball in the bushes, if you remember. You are fond of old Ernie, are you not?"

"He is my brother-in-law," she said. "Teddy loved him."

"Ah, yes, Teddy;" he said. "Teddy was a fortunate man."

"Teddy is dead," she reminded him.

"Oh, quite so," he said. "But mere are doubtless many men, Diana, who would gladly die after four years with you rather than live a century without you."

"What utter nonsense," she said crossly.

"I, of course," he said, "am not a romantic. I would far prefer to have you and live for a century. So you will not tell me what I have done to offend you?"

"You have not offended me."

"Ah, spoken with an edge of marked irritation to your voice,'' he said. ''And we have arrived in view of the moat, I see. Or lake, rather. We will have to circumnavigate it so that we can see it in all its splendor, with the moonlight across it and the castle behind it. We must not disappoint the countess, must we, or waste such an undoubtedly romantic setting."

She did not reply. It was quite beneath her dignity to remind him that he had just said he was not a romantic. She lifted her chin and looked decidedly belligerent.

"Very impressive indeed," he said several minutes later, when they had picked their way around the lake and were standing almost against the dense trees of the forest behind them, looking across the water to the forbidding north wall of the castle, which rose sheer from it. The moon, directly above the wall, shed a solid band of silver almost to their feet.

Despite herself Diana was caught up in the glory of the scene. She had never seen it quite like this before. "It is beautiful," she said. "One can almost imagine a knight in full armor riding up to the drawbridge. There was a drawbridge once, before the causeway was built."

Lord Kenwood held her arm against his side, though he had felt her a minute before try to slide it way. "I wonder if knights brought their ladies out here on moonlit evenings," he said.

The glory was forgotten. "I am sure they did not." She was cross again. "They lived by a very strict code of chivalry."

"The code included a near worship of ladies," he said. ' 'But I have read that that worship often showed itself in the most physical of ways."

"I am sure you are mistaken, my lord," she said stiffly.

"Are you?" He spoke the words quietly, almost into her ear. "You think a woman's body cannot be worshiped? You think that as soon as matters between a man and a woman become physical, they also become ugly? I must beg to disagree with you. Most strongly."

He watched her swallow—a painful process—and look coolly from one end of the battlements to the other. Her arm was trembling with tension. He waited for her to master her feelings. He was in no hurry. No hurry at all. She looked more fragile and more lovely than ever in the moonlight. He felt that stirring of desire he had felt the first time he had touched her and she him.

She wanted desperately to break away and to run and run until she could find some air to breathe. He was looking steadily down at her, and she knew she could not look back. It was physically impossible to do so. But his arm was strong and warm against her own and against her shoulder. And there were the memories.

He was being deliberately provocative. He was trying to shock her. He was trying to seduce her. He was a rake, Ernest had said. And she would have known it even without being told.

''I think it hardly likely that any knight worthy of the name would have brought his lady out here for a clandestine meeting," she said. "You would cheapen an honorable code of behavior, my lord."

"Diana," he said, "you have been a married lady. Did the physical side of your marriage cheapen your relationship? You are hardly giving a complimentary picture of marriage, my dear. I think I have done well to steer clear of it thus far in my life."

Anger came to her rescue. She felt it rise in her, ready to explode. "You will not make a joke of my marriage, sir," she said. "You will not. I will defend Teddy's memory in any way I have to. And though it would be ridiculous to hit out at you because you could overpower me in a moment, I will do so, sir—I will do so if you say one more ugly thing about either him or our marriage."

He released her arm finally, but only in order to rest his hands lightly on her shoulders. "I am sorry," he said. "I am truly sorry, Diana. I have been teasing you. I meant no disrespect for Teddy, whom I remember as a sincere and gentle man. And I meant no disrespect for your marriage. I am sure you would be a loyal and affectionate wife to any man you chose to accept as a husband. Forgive me?'"

His hands closed on her shoulders as he watched her struggle with herself, her eyes on her hands, which she held palm-up before her. He had to force himself not to pull her into his arms to comfort her. Damn it, he had hurt her when he had meant only to tease. And he was uncomfortable with feelings of compassion.

"Yes," she said.

The Marquess of Kenwood wondered where he had lost control of this particular situation. He turned from her and stooped to pick up a smooth stone. He sent it bouncing across the silver band of water stretching before them. And she watched him, concentrating on drawing deep and steady breaths.

"The countess is trying her hardest to throw you and me together," he said. "I will not ask if you have noticed. A blind man would have noticed. Have you tried to persuade her not to?"

''There would be no point," she said. ''Once my mother-in-law has her mind set on something, a herd of wild elephants would not change her mind. She would merely shoo them away."

"Do you wish she had chosen someone else for you?" he asked.

"I do not need anyone to help me in such matters," she said. "If I wish to take another husband, I will find one to my own liking."

"Husband?" he said. He turned from his fascinating task of bouncing stones and looked at her again. "What about a lover? Why rush back into marriage?"

Her stomach lurched. "Oh," she said, her anger returning and playing havoc with her breathing again.''I suppose you would be quite willing to fill that role, my lord."

This was better. She was quite irresistible when she was indignant. He looked at her consideringly. "I must confess," he said, "that I have some very teasing memories. I just wish there were a few more of them, Diana. A few minutes more. Five. Perhaps ten. Yes, with you, almost certainly ten. They would have been sweet memories."

He could hear her draw a sharp breath as he took one step closer and brushed one finger beneath her chin.

"Very sweet, Diana."

"That is the only importance women have to you, is it not?" she said. She did not flinch or pull back, as he half expected she would. She stood very still and looked very directly into his eyes.

"The Creator in his wisdom divided humanity into two genders so that they might make love,'' he said, smiling into her eyes. "And we so often return the compliment by pretending that it is not so or that it is unnatural or undesirable for it to be so. Yes, I like making love to Women, Diana. I would like to make love to you—all the way. Every delectable inch of the way. But this is not a suitable time or place, is it? This is merely a very romantic place. Suitable for no more than kissing."

She still would not step back, even though he had moved closer still. And she still would not lower her eyes from his. He wondered idly, as he set his hands on her shoulders again and traced her jawline with his thumbs, what she was about to do, what was going through her mind. Would she respond to his kiss? Would she imitate a marble statue? Or must he be on his guard against one or two flashing palms?

He did not know. One did not know with Diana Ingram. And therein lay fascination. She was a fascinating woman.

He still did not know the answer when his mouth was one inch from hers and when his eyes drifted upward from her lips to look into hers. And he still did not know if he would move that inch closer and discover his answer or retreat and say something quite commonplace.

He usually knew unerringly the surest path to seduction. He did not know with Diana Ingram.

And—oh, yes—therein lay endless fascination.

She was going to hit him. It did not matter that she would be unable to hurt him, that he could overpower her in a moment, do unspeakable things to her if he wished. She was going to smack him with all the power of her anger and her shame at feeling attracted to a rake, and her humiliation over the memories they shared.

She was going to hit him. But only when he kissed her. He hovered at the edge of a kiss, just as a few nights before he had hovered . . . But no matter. She would not hit him before he kissed her or he would make her feel foolish again by claiming that he had had no such intention.

Her heart was thumping right up into her throat. She could feel his body heat. She could smell him. And it was a teasing, familiar smell. Awareness tightened her breasts and sent a weakness spiraling down inside her.

Lord Kenwood smiled into Diana's eyes, closed his own, and traveled the inch.

"Yoohoo! Hey there. Yoohoo!"

Buglers in the fourteenth century must have sounded far more romantic. And far more in keeping with the moonlit splendor of the present appearance of the fortress.

"Ernie!" the Marquess of Kenwood said, opening his eyes and retreating a few inches. "Devil take it, where is he?"

But the words were merely something to say. One could not have missed him once one looked. He was up on the battlements in perfect dark silhouette against the moon. Ernie had never looked more romantic in his life. Or sounded more like an ass.

"Yoohoo!" he called again, his hands cupped around his mouth. "Diana! Jack!"

Diana felt as if she had been reprieved from execution with the noose already about her neck. "Ernest," she called, "whatever are you doing up there? It is dangerous to climb."

"I couldn't find you," he yelled. "I was worried about you. Mama and the others have started back."

"Well, do be careful," she called back. "We are quite safe, Ernest. We are on our way back around to the front now. We will meet you there."

"Get down from mere now, Ernie, my boy," the marquess said, his voice raised to a pitch scarcely above the ordinary. "You make a quite impressive knight in shining armor, but you would quite ruin the effect if you fell and broke your head."

"Oh, Lord," Lord Crensford said in a normal voice, which the two listeners nevertheless heard quite clearly. He had looked away behind him.

The next moment Angela Wickenham's head appeared over the battlements, and she waved down across the moat.

"Oh, Lord," Lord Crensford said again. "You shouldn't be up here, Miss Wickenham. It's not safe. I told you to go with Claudia."

"But what a splendid view," she said, leaning her arms on the top of the battlements and sending a shower of small stones down into the moat.

Lord Crensford yelled and grabbed for her arm. "Come down from here," he said. "Come down right now, you foolish, mad female. Good Lord."

''Perhaps I should fall into the moat,'' Angela said, peering downward. "I am sure you would dive in to save me, my lord."

"No, I certainly would not," Lord Crensford said before he disappeared from sight and sound behind the massive stone walls, one of Angela's arms in a firm clasp. "I can't swim."
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"Take a firm grip of my hand," Lord Crensford ordered. "And don't let go of it."

"I came up here quite safely," Angela said. "I followed in your footsteps. And though there are loose stones all over the stairs and on the battlements here, I have good grip with these slippers." She raised her skirt a fraction to reveal a pair of dainty slippers and trim ankles.

"My hand," Lord Crensford said imperiously, blocking her way back to the staircase by which they had ascended. "Or you do not move another step."

"I was not going to refuse," she said, wrinkling her nose at him and placing one dainty little hand in his."I was merely trying to show you that you did not need to get so worried."

"I was not worried," he said bluntly. "I was angry. Am angry. I told you to go home with Claudia. You have no business being alone here with me."

"But I am not alone with you," she said, tripping along behind him, her hand in his firm grasp. "Lord Kenwood and Mrs. Ingram are down below. And your mama said it would be quite all right for me to stay and return with you.''

"Did she?" he said, fixing her with a gloomy eye before turning back to watch his footing on the top step of the stone staircase that spiraled downward through one of the circular bastions.

"Were they kissing?" she asked. "Oh, goodness me, it is very much darker going down than it was coming up, is it not? I am thankful after all for your hand, my lord. Were they kissing?"

"No, they certainly were not," Lord Crensford said severely. "Diana has a great deal more sense than to do that."

"But he is very handsome," she said.

"Wait there," his lordship commanded, releasing her hand and scrambling down the rubble that had replaced the bottom few steps. His feet safely on the grass, he reached up for her, set his hands at her waist, and swung her down to stand in front of him.

And received something of a shock. She had somewhat resembled a blade of grass in shape the first time he had met her. Jack had been quite right about that. However, she was not like a blade of grass any longer. He swallowed and removed his hands from her in some haste.

"And for as long as you are a guest at Rotherham Hall," he said, "that is the last time I want to see you.doing something you have been expressly forbidden to do. Is that clear?"

She sighed. ' 'I never could do anything right in your eyes, could I, my lord?" she said. "You always used to scold me. I thought perhaps now that I am eighteen you would treat me more like a lady."

"You have to act like a lady if you want to be treated like one," Lord Crensford said ungraciously, still flustered by his discovery of a tiny waist and a not so tiny bosom above it. "Now take my hand again and don't let go until we are safely across the causeway."

"Yes, my lord," she said with a sigh. "But cannot I take your arm instead? You are not my father, after all."

"You should be feeling thankful for that," Lord Crensford said, striding off to the arched gateway with her hand tucked in his arm. "You would probably have had something more painful than a scolding from me when we got to the bottom of those stairs."

She stared up at him and wrinkled her nose at his oblivious and indignant profile. "But you went up the stairs," she said.
*  *  *

The marquess was shaking with laughter, which he did nothing to silence once he was alone with Diana again.

"Why on earth would Ernest take the risk of climbing up there?" she was saying beside him. "Even in daylight those stairs and battlements can be very dangerous."

"I think it was to save you from a fate worse than death, Diana," he said. "He doubtless thought I had you in the bushes ravishing you."

"Well," she said, "you must admit that you had something not too far distant from that on your mind."

"A kiss?" he said. "Similar to ravishment? You malign me. I was about to kiss you, Diana, in the tradition of true romance."

"Well," she said briskly, "if he did not save me, he saved you. You were about to have your face smacked, my lord."

"Was I?" he said. "I wondered at the time. I am not at all convinced by your saying so now, though, Diana. Not at all convinced. But we will never know, will we?"

"If you ever dare try it again, you will find out," she said.

"Will I?" He grinned and flicked her cheek with one finger. "And at the same time we will also find out if my kisses bear any resemblance to ravishment. An interesting encounter to look forward to, Diana. I shall anticipate it with some eagerness. Ernie will doubtless be gnawing his fingernails to the elbows while he awaits us at the causeway. He will not trust me not to try to slink away into the bushes with you even now. Will you take my arm and prepare yourself for a brisk march?"

"Ernest is not a figure of fun," she said crossly, taking his arm. "He is a kindhearted man."

"I'll not argue that point with you," he said. "And on second thought, perhaps we should proceed at a more leisurely pace after all and allow him longer to give Miss Wickenham the length of his tongue. His wrath almost had me shaking in my boots."

"He was concerned for her safety," she said.

"Perhaps." He grinned. "By the way, before we come around to the front and he receives you with open and relieved arms, I must ask you one thing. Who did you think I was that night?"

"Oh," she said, wrestling with his arm and giving up when she realized that he was not going to relinquish his hold on her. "I did not think you were anyone. I was drugged, sir— with a double dose of laudanum."

"In that case," he said, "I must say that for once in my life I am happy to have been no one. Very happy."

"You are no gentleman, sir," she said as they rounded the west corner of the castle and came in sight of the other two.

"Oh, come now, Diana," he murmured. "Perhaps I am not gentle, though I believe I can rise to it when the occasion demands. But I am all of the rest of the word, my dear, as I think you know. Now what on earth is Miss Wickenham doing in the moat while Ernie stands on the bank, looking like a fish out of water? No, on second thought, looking more like a thunderhead."

It seemed that Angela had been told by the countess of a maiden who had once thrown herself to a watery death in the moat when she received word that her lover had been killed in battle. It was a quite unsubstantiated story, Lord Crensford had told her, but she wanted to see anyway where the girl must have landed and what she must have looked up to as she drowned.

"Though why no one jumped in to save her, I don't know," she called up to the three people ranged along the bank above her. "Surely someone must have been able to swim. Was it not a requirement of knighthood?"

"But all the knights were doubtless at the same war that killed her lover," the marquess pointed out. "Only old ladies and blacksmiths and jesters and people like that would have been left. Jesters couldn't swim. They were too busy jesting and jangling their bells."

"Well, I think it was a very romantic thing to do, anyway," Angela said, scrambling up the bank and reaching up a hand to the one Lord Crensford stretched down to her.

"And very brave, too. Not many ladies would have the courage to kill themselves for love. Most would prefer to pine away."

"The really brave ones would probably do neither," the Marquess of Kenwood said. "They would straighten their shoulders and lift their chins and march off into the future.''

Angela gave him a level look before throwing back her head and giving vent to a peal of laughter. "How very un-romantical you are, my lord," she said. "Just like my papa. Are all men the same? But I shall persist in believing that this girl was very brave. And I am sure her ghost must haunt the castle—but on dark and stormy nights. We must come back on such a night."

"We absolutely will not," Lord Crensford said testily. "I have no wish whatsoever, Miss Wickenham, to haul your dead body home with me."

Angela laughed again. "But you agree with me, don't you, Mrs. Ingram?"

And if he had any hopes of outwalking Ernie on the way home or lagging behind him so that he might resume his stimulating conversation with Diana, Lord Kenwood thought ruefully, he might let them trickle away at this very moment. Angela Wickenham linked her arm through Diana's, and the two of them went walking off together in the direction of home, their heads together, for all the world as if they were bosom friends who had just met after being apart for six months.

Ah well, progress had been made. Progress had definitely been made. She would have smacked his face, indeed! The kiss he had embarked on had lasted such a brief time that a clock would probably not have measured its duration. But she had been opening her mouth. He would take an oath on it.

He had well over two weeks left. Plenty of time. Time for the one necessary bedding and for more after that if he found that she made a pleasurable mistress, as he fully expected she would.

"So, Ernie," he said, "you have thwarted my wicked designs for one night. Are you proud of yourself, my boy?" ' 'I was almost too late,'' Lord Crensford said. He was quite grim-faced, the marquess could see. "And Miss Wickenham could have been hurt. I'll be more careful in the future, Jack. You are going to find me wherever you turn your head." 

"How alarming for me," the marquess said. "And how potentially embarrassing for you, Ernie."


*  *  *



The Countess of Rotherham was planning a grand dinner and ball for the earl's sixty-fifth birthday two weeks after the arrival of the first guests. But busy as she was with the preparations for that and with the daily entertainment of her guests, she clapped her hands with delight when Nancy Decker told her at breakfast one morning that Allan Turner also had a birthday two days later.

''I should have remembered, dear,'' she said to him when the truth was discovered. "I recall telling your mama that she really must produce you on dear Rotherham's birthday— his thirty-fifth—and being quite cross with her when she was in too much of a rush and presented your papa with you five days early." She laughed heartily.

The earl rubbed his hands together. "This will be a cause for celebration," he said.

Allan's protests were to no avail. Before many minutes had passed, the countess had decided on an afternoon picnic at the river for the birthday, a very special dinner, and a musical evening.

"And everyone must participate in the concert," she announced. "There will be no protesting that you do not have a musical note in your heads. This family was ever musical. Everyone must do something. Yes, Ernest, dear, even you. Your violin is still in the music room."

"Mama!" Lord Crensford protested—to no avail.

Diana felt some alarm. She played the pianoforte, but not with any brilliance. And she could sing, but not well enough to rival any nightingale. Perhaps she would do both, she thought. She would sing to her own accompaniment. Then perhaps the audience would expect a little less of each performance.

"Are you fond of music, Allan?" Lady Knowles asked him when the earl and countess had left the breakfast parlor.

Allan Turner looked somewhat pained. "Not particularly," he said. "The one consolation seems to be that since this concert is to be in my honor, I will not be expected to perform in it. That will be a relief, both for me and for all of you, I do assure you."

"Isn't this just like Mama?" Lord Wendell said in some exasperation. "I suppose you are not overfond of picnics either, Allan."

Diana had promised to spend the morning in the village with Claudia and Angela and a few of the other ladies. Angela had been dithering for days over a bonnet at the milliner's that she was not at all sure was quite all the crack, though she liked it excessively, she said. This morning, though, she was going to buy it.

It was not until after luncheon, then, that Diana found a moment to steal into the music room. She would have an hour before they were all scheduled to play croquet on the lawn. And it would be quite pleasant to have something definite to do in private. For the past three days she had been hiding in her room every time there was no common activity in progress.

And when there had been some general entertainment, she had attached herself to one of the ladies—she had always been fond of Claudia, and she had become quite friendly with Angela—or to Mr. Thomas Peabody, who seemed quite safe because he was old enough to be her father. The only trouble with the latter situation was that he was becoming quite markedly attentive. Oh dear, she thought sometimes, another problem was looming on the horizon.

But she had successfully avoided the Marquess of Kenwood in the past three days, if one discounted the fact that everyone's place at mealtimes seemed to have become fixed, and she found herself next to him at both luncheon and dinner each day. And if one discounted the seating arrangements the countess had made in the carriages going to church on Sunday, and in the pews inside the church. Almost inevitably, she had seated Diana beside the marquess.

But she had avoided being alone with him. There had been one tricky moment, it was true, before she had learned to hide herself in her room. She had been sitting in the rose garden reading a letter from her papa when the marquess had seated himself on the bench beside her. But since Ernest had seated himself on her other side no more than three minutes later, she had been able to feel a certain amusement.

They had spent the following twenty minutes, the three of them, extolling the superior virtues of the rose over any other flower. All of them had mouthed the merest commonplaces and had been in total agreement with one another. Diana would have been vastly pleased with herself had she not looked once at the marquess and known by the gleam in his eye and the set of his lips that he was enjoying himself a great deal more. Poor Ernest had had beads of sweat on his brow.

She thumbed through the pile of sheet music, looking for a song that she both knew and felt capable of singing in company. "The Cuckoo"? It was very pretty and within her range, but she had a shuddering mental image of the Marquess of Kenwood's face as it would look as she sang the line, "Cuckoo, cuckoo, he sings with might and main." She would feel foolish.

What a thoroughly obnoxious man he was. A rake, no less. A libertine. He had almost fought a duel over another man's wife. And had not even denied his guilt, Ernest had said. He was doubtless proud of his notoriety. Women were nothing to him but creatures to be seduced. She could never respect such a man. And he wished to add her to the list of his conquests. She knew he did. He had actually told her that he would like to make love to her. He had actually said—with no shame whatsoever—
That he wished there were more memories from that night at the inn.

It would have been very sweet, he had said in that bedroom voice he was so perfect at. No, it had not been a bedroom voice when he had said "Very sweet, Diana." It had been a right-between-the-sheets voice. It really ought not to be allowed. A man like that should not be allowed to roam around free.

"All Who Sing, and Wish to Please"? She read through the words of the song to remind herself of what they were. Oh no, she did not think so. "All who sing and wish to please, Must sing in tune ..." What if she sang out of tune? "Keep the time, take breath with ease.'' What if she should lose the timing and pant in her nervousness? No, not that song. His lips would quite curl with the irony of it all.

He was a dangerous man. Very dangerous, and she quite hated him. She had been going to slap him there at the castle. She really had. But she had wanted to time it well so that she did not make an utter cake of herself.

She had waited for him to commit himself. And men would have come the very satisfying crack across the face. She would not have cared if her hand had stung for an hour afterward.

She would have hit him. If Ernest had not called out when he had, she would have hit him.

But he did not believe so. When she had told him afterward, he had looked at her in that infuriating way he had, as if she were a child to be humored, and told her in so many words that he did not believe her. He had thought, then, that she would have submitted to the ignominy of his kiss.

He had thought that she would so lower herself, knowing what she did about him.

She had been submitting to only a moment's curiosity to know what he would feel like when she knew he was no fantasy and when sensations were not clouded by the laudanum. That was all she had been doing.

She would have slapped him one moment later.

How could she possibly ever have thought him a fantasy?

He had been all real, live, large man. His mouth had been opening over hers.

She shook another sheet of music open quite vengefully. "Haste Thee, Nymph"? She knew the words—they were John Milton's. But the music was unfamiliar. She hummed a little of it to herself and grimaced in distaste.

"You are singing it in a minor key," an all too familiar voice said from behind her. "It sounds prettier in the major key it was written in."

"Oh," she said, turning on the bench. "I am trying to select a song for Mr. Turner's birthday. I shall take the pile up to my room with me and choose something there."

''Mm.'' Lord Kenwood pulled at his lower lip and looked at her consideringly. "I think not, Diana. Someone's sensibilities might be outraged if I were seen following you into your bedchamber. Though it is an invitation that I must confess myself reluctant to refuse, it will probably be more respectable for us to stay here."

"I shall not keep you, my lord," she said, getting decisively to her feet. "Doubtless you wish to practice something for the concert."

"Doubtless," he said with a sigh. "I did suggest to her ladyship that I turn the pages of someone's music as my contribution. I am quite good at that, provided the music is lively enough that my attention does not wander. But alas, my offer was rejected."

"A pity," Diana said, clasping the pile of music to her bosom. "If you will excuse me, my lord."

"The countess is ever helpful, though," he said. "She has suggested a solution to my problem."

"Good," Diana said.

"You and I are to sing a duet," he said. "The countess's orders. You know it is impossibltto disobey those, Diana. I would as soon attempt to walk through a stone wall. She has sent me here now to practice with you, though I had intended to join Ernie and Miss Wickenham. You should not let your jaw drop so, my dear. It makes you look not quite in control of a situation."

"We are to sing a duet?" Diana said. "Do you sing?"

He raised one eyebrow again. It was beginning to annoy her to no small degree. He doubtless knew quite well what the gesture was capable of doing to a feminine heartbeat. "Certainly I do," he said. "Do you?"

"And the countess says we are to sing together." There was no possible way out then and no possible point in phrasing her words as a question.

"I would start selecting the music," he said, "but if I were to take a sheet from the pile at this very moment, I would probably be slapped for my pains, since my hand would doubtless come into contact with a part of your body that it has no business being in contact with. Not in broad daylight and in a public music room, anyway."

He smiled into her eyes. She wished his eyes were gray or brown. Anything but blue. Blue was mesmerizing.

"And where are Ernest and Angela?" she asked.

''Gone off walking somewhere with Clarence's infants,'' he said. ' 'Playing at being aunt and uncle, the two of them. It was the countess's suggestion that Ernie trot along too by the way. I am not at all sure that her suggestion about the duet was not just a ploy to exclude me from the excursion. She has decided to bring those two together. Most romantic, don't you agree?"

"I do not believe for one moment that you were going to join a walk with babies," Diana said scornfully.

Both eyebrows rose this time. "You malign me," he said. "I have a nephew of my own, you know, and positively dote on him. Ask my sister. I plan to teach him everything I know. My sister has other ideas. Come, Diana, the music." He held out a hand.

Diana handed over the pile.

"Now let me see," he said. " 'The Miller's Flowers'? Bah! I would feel decidedly ridiculous. Look, you have all the words, while all I do is la la my way through the song. Everyone would think I had forgot the words. Oh, here we are, this is better. 'Sweet Kate.' Do you know it? A most affecting song. What a cruel maid was Kate. Look: she 'ran away and left me paining. Abide, I cried, or I die with thy disdaining.' This man certainly did not have much pride, did he?"

Diana stood beside him and peered at the music. "She was a wise Kate," she said. "Look, she could see through all his insincerity. 'Gladly wtiuld I see any man to die with loving. Never any yet died of such a fit.' A woman after my own heart."

"Well," he said, "I am not at all sure I approve of Kate's swain, whatever Ms name was. He allows her to have the last word in both verses. However, the song is probably as good as any. Shall we try it?"

Diana was surprised to find that he had a pleasant tenor voice and a sound knowledge of music. Although he claimed never to have heard the melody before, he was able to sing it through quite unerringly.

"Amazing," he said when they were finished. "We ended almost together, Diana. You were surely no more than one measure behind me. It's a pity the pianoforte accompaniment lagged two or three measures behind you. But no matter. We have two days in which to perfect the piece. Shall we decide definitely on this one?"

"We will probably not find a better," she said ungraciously.' She did not know at what moment during their singing he had seated himself so dose beside her on the bench. But she did not like him there. Her bare arm came into quite firm contact with his sleeve whenever she had to reach to higher notes.

"I think perhaps you were distracted by the change to two-four timing in the middle of the music,'' he said, ''and then back again immediately after. Your voice coped quite well. Your hands did not. Let me show you where you went wrong."

She leaned back in some alarm as his arm came in front of her to play the part of the music where she had lost time. Good heavens. Oh, gracious heaven.

"Hm," he said, stopping playing and looking over his arm at her, "you will topple right back off the stool in another moment, Diana. I'm sorry, my enthusiasm for the music quite distracted me. Come, let me show you again, but with a greater regard for your safety this time."

With a greater regard for her safety? Diana felt a moment later as if her heart must have hopped up into her throat and was beating out a tattoo against the inside of her ears and the top of her head. He put his left arm right around her and proceeded to play the accompaniment to the song with both hands. Diana was cradled against his arm and chest, her head resting against one very broad shoulder and a very firm jawline.

Gracious heaven! She would have fought her way up for air if she had not felt that she would thereby lose a great deal of dignity.

''I think that was more accurate, was it not?" he said when he had finished. Had he even started? Had he been playing the pianoforte for the past minute or more?

"Yes," she said, dismayed to hear that she sounded as if she had just run a mile.

"Let's try singing it again," he said. "I'll play this time, if you wish. Then you can criticize me if I fail to keep time.''

"Not like this," she said. "I cannot sing like this. I need more room."

"Do you?" he said, taking his left hand from the keyboard and resting it lightly on her arm. "Do you know, Diana, I am inclined to feel the same way. I think perhaps for future practices we should stand at opposite corners of the room, don't you? I find myself decidedly breathless when I am so close to you."

Since it was perfectly obvious both that she was breathless and that he was not, Diana chose to be insulted.

"You make mock of everyone, do you not?" she said crossly. "I am not accustomed to loose living, and therefore make no apology for being uncomfortable in these present circumstances. I do not mean even to pretend to be a blasé woman of the world."

All might have been well if she had not chosen—oh, utter foolishness—to turn toward him in her anger. Her breasts took the place of her back against his chest, and her movement transferred his left arm and hand to her waist. His face, with those intensely blue eyes and those sensual, mocking lips, was perhaps even closer than it had been at the castle a few evenings before.

He kissed her. Of course. What else could she have expected? She had presented him with a very open invitation, and being the gentleman that he was, he had accepted. It would have been very surprising if he had not. Any man would have done as much. Certainly a notorious rake could not be expected to exercise any restraint.

He kissed her.

And she kissed him. It was the embarrassment of the moment that caused it, the discomfort, the dreadful physical awareness, and the very unwelcome memories of that splendid body with far fewer coverings. It was the heat she had been feeling, and the anger. And that throbbing of all her pulses that had locked her into an irrational inner world. It was not her. It was not her normal sensible self.

She kissed him, her arms reaching for his shoulders, her mouth opening beneath his.

And she discovered all over again the sizzling, aching sensations his tongue could create with its slow, almost lazy, exploration of her lips and the flesh behind. And his breath warm on her cheek. And his light fingertips on her neck and shoulder.

Fingertips whose magic had roamed her whole body. A mouth that had caressed her in other, more intimate places. A strong muscled body that had pressed her own into the mattress of an inn bed.

She drew back her head and looked warily into his eyes.

Blue eyes that looked dreamily and deeply bade into her own. Eyes that gradually took on focus and some of the amusement she had expected to see there from the first.

She swallowed.

"You have forgotten something," he said in that low bedroom voice, his eyes on her lips. "Ten whole seconds have passed, and I must conclude that you have forgotten.''

"Forgotten?"

"That you were going to smack my face if ever I tried to kiss you again,'' he said. ''No.'' He circled both her wrists with a thumb and middle finger. "I'm afraid it would no longer count. It would merely cause me unnecessary pain. It had to be within ten seconds. That was one of the unwritten rules."

"Let me go," she said lamely.

"And I think my point has been made too," he said. "Kissing and ravishment are not synonymous, alas. That was a quite satisfactory kiss—for both of us, was it not?—but we are bom still sitting on this bench fully clothed and bom in possession of our virtue. Regrettably so, Diana Ingram." He brushed her nose with his briefly. "I rather hoped that you might prove me wrong on that one."

"Let me go."

"I am not detaining you," he said, his eyes twinkling quite alarmingly into hers. "I cannot in all fairness be blamed for not shoving you away, Diana, since you feel so very delightful just where you are. But I am not detaining you."

She took her hands from his loose grasp and pushed herself away from him and to her feet. She did not remove her eyes from his.

"You are despicable," she said. "You manipulate people. You manipulate women. You are a rake and a libertine. Women's feelings mean nothing to you provided that you have your pleasure. You know that I want none of you. And yet you persist in maneuvering me into situations like this."

"The situations would be meaningless if you wanted none of me, Diana," he said. "You are not being truthful with yourself. We could have a great deal of pleasure together, my dear, if you would let go of your very puritanical notion that sexual pleasure is wrong."

"It is wrong when divorced from love and commitment," she said. "And you and I do not even pretend to any love for each other. You offer emptiness and heartache and an endless search for pleasure with which to fill the emptiness. I am tempted, my lord—oh yes, I would not be flesh and blood if I were not. But I will fight the temptation. I will not knowingly empty my life of all meaning. Not just for pleasure. And not for you. It would be a poor exchange indeed."

One side of his mouth lifted in a mocking smile, but he said nothing.

"If you will excuse me," she said. "We will practice at another time."

He spoke only when she was out of the room and about to close the doors behind her.

"There have not been many women who have rendered me speechless, Diana," he said. 

"Congratulations."
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Lord Crensford was sitting on the lower lawn being quite effectively strangled from behind by a shrieking and giggling nephew.

"Little scamp!" he said when he had finally cleared his windpipe for air. "What pleasure do you derive from launching yourself at Uncle Ernie's back fifty times in a row? We carried the ball all this way. Shall I throw it to you?"

The child's reply was to retreat a few yards and launch another attack on his uncle's back.

Lord Crensford glanced at his other two companions. Miss Wickenham was seated quietly on the grass, absorbed in the task of making a daisy chain. Their niece was crawling about on the grass plucking daisies by the heads and offering them to her aunt with a wide smile.

It was a ridiculously domesticated scene. And he knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that his mother had thought of that too. She had just about fallen all over her necklaces and rings to suggest that he accompany Miss Wickenham when she had suggested taking the children off Claudia's hands for an hour.

At least that young lady was not getting into any trouble this afternoon. That was a miracle in itself.

''Hey, scamp!'' Lord Crensford yelled after a particularly vicious attack on his neck. He reached back to grab the child, swing him around to the front, and deposit him on the grass, where he lay shrieking, arms and legs flailing, being quite effectively tickled.

Angela Wickenham looked across at them and smiled, her nose wrinkling in such a way as to draw his eyes to the freckles there. Lord Crensford found his eyes straying up to her auburn ringlets—she wore no bonnet—and down to the slim bare arms below the puffed sleeves of her dress, the shapely breasts, the slim legs outlined against the flimsy muslin.

He felt himself flush, though she had looked away already.

"What are you going to do for the concert, my lord?" she asked, her head bent to the task of making the daisy chain.

"Oh, Lord," he said. "Play the violin, I suppose. Mama might as well turn the cats loose for ten minutes and save me the embarrassment."

She looked up at him and laughed merrily. "Surely you are not that bad," she said. "Shall I dance to your music?"

Lord Crensford gaped. "Dance?" he said. "To my music? Without a partner?"

"Yes," she said. "I love to dance, to just feel the music in my body and move to it. There is nothing in this world more exhilarating. If I had not been born a lady, I would have danced on the stage for a living. At the opera I would have had all the gentlemen vying for my favors." Her eyes were dreamily looking into a world that could not be.

"Oh, I say." Ernest gulped. She was not even blushing. Did she have no idea what particular favors from dancers gentlemen vied for? Clearly not. She was a child. A dangerous child. It was to be hoped that if Wickenham ever took her to London, he would keep her on a tight rein. There was no telling what scrapes she might get into.

"Is it settled, then?" she asked. "I will dance and you will play?"

"We will have to try it first," he said guardedly, frowning into her eager little face. But his attention was suddenly diverted to his nephew. "If you are going to throw the ball to me, scamp, could you aim for the chest, do you think, instead of the nose? My nose is big enough without being pounded by a ball."

His nephew giggled and threw the ball at his nose again.

"I wonder how well Mrs. Ingrain and Lord Kenwood will do with their duet," Angela said.

"Diana?" Lord Crensford said, the ball falling still in his hands. "And Jack? Duet?"

"Your mama arranged it all," she said. "They are practicing now. I cannot imagine the marquess singing, can you?"

"Now?" Lord Crensford allowed his nephew to prise the ball from his fingers and got precipitately to 
his feet. "Where?"

"In the music room, I suppose," she said.

"I'll call him out." He clenched his fists at his sides. "The cunning scoundrel. He was going to read a book. I thought Diana was going to rest in her room for an hour, like the other ladies. I'll put a bullet between his eyes for this."

Angela was on her feet too, brushing at the daisy heads that had been strewn over her lap. "Is something wrong?" she asked. "Are you jealous, my lord? Is that it? Do you admire Mrs. Ingram?"

"He can choose his weapons," Lord Crensford was muttering, gathering his protesting nephew into one arm and the ball in the other, "and name his seconds. I have had enough of this."

"Wait for us," Angela called, scooping up her niece and throwing the daisy chain over the baby's head. 

"Oh, dear, I had no idea you would be so angry when I mentioned the duet. I thought you must have known. Did you want to sing with Mrs. Ingram yourself?"

''I'll run him through with a sword if he chooses that for weapon," Lord Crensford muttered. "Or I'll pound him to a pulp with my fists."

"Oh, please don't do anything rash," Angela pleaded, trotting along to keep up with his angry strides. "I am sure the Marquess of Kenwood is a perfect gentleman."

He threw her a scornful glance. "Whoever decided that you were ready to leave the schoolroom?" he said.

Angela looked down at her niece and laid a cheek against the soft down on the baby's head.

Lord Crensford halted abruptly when they were inside the house. He set his nephew's feet on the tiled floor of the great hall and put the ball in his arms.

"Upstairs you go with your aunt, scamp," he said.

"Are you going to kill him?" Angela asked, gazing up at him in some dismay.

"Probably not," he admitted, striding away from her toward the closed doors of the music room. "But I might have a good go at it."
*  *  *

When the doors crashed open behind him, the Marquess of Kenwood had an elbow on the top of the pianoforte and was picking out a slow tune on the keyboard with one finger of the other hand. He did not look up from his absorbing task as the doors rather anticlimactically closed quietly.

"Where is she?" Lord Crensford demanded. "What have you done with her?"

"She is somewhere about the house or gardens, I imagine," the marquess said. "Before she left here I laid her back across the top of the pianoforte and had my wicked way with her." He depressed one of the keys with the nail of his forefinger and drew it up the length of the keyboard.

"If you did," Lord Crensford said, his voice shaking almost out of control, "I'll kill you. I'll kill you right here with my bare hands."

Lord Kenwood got to his feet and crossed the room to examine a Constable that was hanging on the wall there. He still had not looked around. "You're making an ass of yourself, Ernie," he said.

"Yes." Lord Crensford had mastered the trembling of his voice. "To you it would be asinine to protect a lady's honor. To you, females are only to be used. But Diana is my sister-in-law, Jack, and I care for her. And I owe her protection. She doesn't have Teddy anymore, and I am Teddy's elder brother. I'm her brother." He strode a few steps into the room. "Did you touch her?"

"Devil take it, Ernie." The marquess turned, and his relative was surprised to see his face serious and tight-lipped. The customary mocking humor had deserted it for the moment. "Are you asking me if I touched her with the tip of one finger? If I kissed her? If I mounted her? I'll give you an answer." He strode toward the other and stopped only when he was a few paces away. "It is none of your business what Diana Ingram and I do—or do not do—when we are alone together. We are both adult. If you are so fond of her, do you not trust her to behave in a manner consistent with her character? If you pretend to any knowledge of me at all, do you not trust me to take nothing by force that is not freely offered? Take yourself off, Ernie, before I plant my fist between your eyes and have to live with that act of aggression on my conscience."

"She is an innocent," Lord Crensford said. "She married Teddy when she was eighteen, and she certainly would not have learned the ways of the world from him. She has been with her mother and father for the year since he died. It's no fair contest, Jack. She'll give, you'll take, she'll be left with a broken heart, and you'll move on to your next victim.'' He noticed the whiteness around the marquess's mouth and nostrils, but he was too indignant to feel alarm.

"Get out of my sight, Ernie." Lord Kenwood was speaking very quietly through his teeth. "Now."

"I'm going," Lord Crensford said. "But you have to give over this wager, Jack. I feel sick with guilt over the whole thing. It's all my fault. I was damnably drunk—I had been thinking all night that it should have been me that died, not Teddy. So Diana was on my mind, I suppose. I deserve to be shot."

"I am not in any mood to hear anyone's sniveling confession," the marquess said grimly.

''Dammit, Jack!'' Lord Crensford slammed his open hand down on top of the pianoforte. "Diana's name must not be dragged through the mud. If you had any decency at all, you would go back to White's and tell Rittsman and anyone else who was there that the wager must be struck from the books. Pay him his damned five hundred guineas. Double it. If you win, I'll have it on my conscience for the rest of my life."

"Get out of here!" Lord Kenwood spoke with ominous quiet.

"If you were pursuing her out of love it would be bad enough, given your reputation," Lord Crensford continued, undeterred. "But you don't know the meaning of the word love, Jack. It's what comes of not having a heart either, I suppose. I think I am going to tell Diana about the whole thing."

The marquess, whose hands had been clenched into fists at his sides, relaxed those hands suddenly and flexed the fingers. He raised one eyebrow. The mockery was back in his eyes.

"Is there a nice muddy duckpond hereabouts?" he asked. "If so, you really must stand with your back to it when you tell her. And let me know ahead of time so that I can witness your being shoved into it, my boy. I would not miss the show for worlds. I can just imagine how any female would enjoy being told such a thing. You might as well open your mouth and place your booted foot right inside it, Ernie, and save yourself a ducking. And you need not after all take yourself beyond my sight. I will take myself off beyond yours."

And of course, he thought, as he sauntered through the hall and up the stairs, croquet must be due to start within the next few minutes. He would have to stroll about the lawn tapping a ball with a mallet and resist the urge to swing the thing past his shoulder and crack the ball a few hundred yards through the air.

Carter was not in his dressing room. And what did he mean by not being there? The marquess ignored the fact that his valet had no possible reason for being upstairs at that particular time of day.

His coat was too tight for playing croquet in. Too damned tight. He needed the green superfine. He struggled out of the offending garment, feeling thoroughly disgruntled and aggrieved, though he could with the greatest of ease have summoned his valet by pulling the tasseled bell rope.

The devil take that ridiculous wager. And the devil take Diana Ingram. And Ernie too, for that matter.

He did not need sermons. He went to church every Sunday to hear a sermon. One a week was quite enough, thank you very much. Love and commitment, indeed. He had merely kissed the woman and suggested that they share a little mutual pleasure. And she had started talking about love and commitment. Did she think he was going to marry her in order to get her into bed?

The woman could go hang for all he cared. And the wager too. And Ernie could keep himself beyond the range of his fists. And there was no way this damned coat was going to go on without rumpling his shirt up into giant frills around his neck. Damn Carter. Where was he when he was most needed? Belowstairs lording it over all the lesser mortals there, doubtless. One of these days he was going to have to dismiss the man and hire someone a little more human.

Devil take Diana Ingram! She had started that kiss. He had been quite prepared to tease for another few days before attempting to come close to her mouth. She was the one who had turned in his arms and set those firm and lovely breasts against his coat. She was the one who had raised her face so that he had found himself looking into her wide gray eyes and down to moist, parted lips. What had she expected 
him to do? Start talking about the weather?

She had invited the kiss, the hussy. And she had enjoyed it. And participated in it. And yet she was not prepared to take the consequences of her own actions. She had stood on her feet afterward, cheeks glowing, eyes flashing, bosom heaving, and delivered her sermon.

He wondered if she had written Teddy's Sunday sermons for him. All about love and commitment, they would have been. The congregation would have been in tears of rapture.

One kissed a female and was expected to declare undying love for her and lifelong devotion? The woman was an idiot. A prude. A hypocrite. She belonged in a country parsonage. Or a nunnery. Or a madhouse.

Damnation take this coat.

He had allowed her to nettle him. He had never allowed a woman to nettle him before. Or any man, for that matter. He was thoroughly nettled.

Why?

A woman had allowed him to kiss her but had refused to allow him to bed her. A dreadful tragedy indeed!

His reputation and five hundred guineas of his money were at stake.

His name would survive, and he would not be reduced to begging for crusts of bread on the street.

Devil take her. The devil was welcome to her. She would make hell a thoroughly dreary place. Women and their moralizing!

And Ernie and his. Incapable of love, indeed. No heart, indeed. Of course he knew what love was. Didn't he love his mother and sisters? Hadn't he cried with Frances when she lost that first child, who would have been his niece? Hadn't he taken Hester to Brighton for a month to take her mind off that rascal who had merely played with her feelings? He was as capable of love as the next man.

Why did one have to prove it with a woman who was not one's relative? Why did everyone think there must be a connection between love and physical passion?

They could go hang, all of them. He should never have left London.

The door opened behind him and the little upstairs maid who seemed to find no lack of errands to do in his rooms stood in the doorway to his dressing room, her eyes large with surprise. She carried a pile of starched neckcloths in her arms.

"Ooh, your lordship," she said, meeting his eyes in the mirror for a fleeting moment and bobbing a series of curtsies, I didn't know you were here. I brought these—" she indicated the linen in her arms—"because Mr. Carter was finished with starching,them. I'll leave immediately, your lordship."

The marquess motioned to the top of a chest, where she might deposit her burden.

"I'm sorry to have disturbed you, your lordship,'' the girl said, bobbing another series of curtsies. "Is there anything your lordship wishes for?"

"No, no," he said. "You may run along."

"Begging your pardon, your lordship," she said. The girl was making him feel almost seasick with her constant bobbing. "May I help you with your coat?"

He shrugged out of it, exasperated, and straightened his shirt. "Hold it, then, if you will," he said, "while I try to get both myself and my shirt neatly inside it."

The task was accomplished to his own satisfaction within a minute, though Carter would doubtless have turned faint if he could have seen the crease in the shirt beneath the coat. The chambermaid came around in front of him and smoothed the lapels of his coat quite unnecessarily.

"There, your lordship," she said, peeping up at him from beneath dark eyelashes. "Will there be anything else?"

Her dress was not cut indecently low in front, as became the servant of a noble household. But it was low enough when she stood so close and leaned even closer. Quite low enough. The marquess put his hands beneath her breasts and lifted them. He looked down at her with amused eyes.

''Alas, my sweet,'' he said, ''I have to go and play croquet just at a time when I could think of a much more congenial and energetic sport. Do those lips belong to anyone?"

They were pouting very prettily. "Just to me, your lordship," she said, "and to whomever I choose to give mem."

"Ah," he said, his thumbs brushing her nipples through the fabric of her dress. "And do you choose to give them to me?"

"I don't know, I'm sure, your lordship," she said. "You're such a fine gentleman."

He did not pause for further discussion, but kissed her quite thoroughly. And found that he was thankful after all for the imminence of the game of croquet. What was he about now? It was a personal rule that he never made advances to—or accepted open invitations from—the servants of private homes, including his own. Without the croquet he would have felt himself committed to taking the maid to his bed and making sport with her there for at least the next ten minutes.

He could not think of anything he felt less like doing.

There must be something wrong with him. He must be sickening for something. The girl was quite lusciously feminine. And very, very willing.

"Ah, my sweet," he murmured, smiling down into her eyes, "how am I to tear myself away from you? Perhaps some other time."

He turned away from her while her mouth pouted again, and took a coin from his purse.

"Go back belowstairs now before you are missed," he said, slipping the coin into the pocket of her apron.

"I am sure I did not mean to offend your lordship," she said, all wide eyes again.

He took her by the elbow and led her to the door of his bedchamber. He opened it and smiled at her, one finger beneath her chin. "On the contrary," he said. "You have pleased me well, my sweet." And he bent his head to kiss her again.

And completed the action, though Mrs. Diana Ingram chose that precise moment to sweep past his room, shoulders back, chin firmly in the air, on her way down to croquet.

Damnation!
*  *  *

Diana managed to avoid the Marquess of Kenwood for the rest of that day and all of the next. Indeed, it was not very difficult to do. He seemed content to stay away from her, too. She almost dared hope that he had decided to give up his mockery of her and his efforts to seduce her.

Almost. But not quite. When she deliberately upset the usual order at table by entering the dining room on the arm of Mr. Peabody, she still found herself sitting opposite the marquess. And from that position it was even harder than usual to avoid catching his eye. Whenever she did so, she seemed to be in the middle of some particularly dull or foolish topic of conversation. And his very blue eyes twinkled at her.

Mr. Peabody was always eager to escort her wherever she happened to be going, it seemed. And when she was not with him, men Ernest hovered at her side, taking his task of knight protector very seriously. She could relax when Ernest was there.

He invited her into the music room the day after her own disastrous visit there, the day she studiously avoided practicing her own duet, though she and Lord Kenwood clearly needed the practice. Ernest, it seemed, was to play the violin, and Angela Wickenham was to dance.

Diana stood at the window, half of her attention on the grass and flowers and blue sky outside, and half on the activity within. Poor Ernest, she thought. He really ought not to be subjected to having to perform in public. He was no violinist, though he insisted that playing the violin was easily his best musical accomplishment.

''But you have a good sense of rhythm, my lord,'' Angela said encouragingly. "That is all I need if I am to dance. Very often, you know, I dance without any accompaniment at all except what is in my mind. So it is a treat to have a violin play for me." She wrinkled her nose and smiled at Lord Crensford.

Bless her heart, Diana thought, and then looked at the girl with more interest. She glanced from the eager little face to Ernest's frowning one and smiled secretly. Bless the girl. So many people could not seem to look past the none too handsome features of her brother-in-law and his frequently awkward manner. But Teddy had taught her to see the affectionate and very honest heart behind the outer trappings. And Angela had seen it for herself.

Of course she was very young. Ernest was ten years older than she. There was doubtless some hero worship in that look she was giving him while he frowned over his music.

"Would you like to play it again?" Angela asked. "And I will dance?" She closed her eyes and lifted her arms, waiting for the music to begin.

Diana watched, and Lord Crensford, somehow continuing to play, gaped for the next several minutes as the girl moved to the music. No, Diana thought, awed, she did not move to the music exactly; she became the music. One became almost unaware of the scraping and squeaking of the violin, and saw and heard instead the lithe and supple grace of the dancing figure, who seemed scarcely to touch the floor as she glided over it, twirled and leaped, every part of her body expressing the passion of the music within her.

"Oh, I say," Lord Crensford said when they had finished.

"Oh, Angela," Diana said, "how very talented you are. That was beautiful."

"You see?" Angela was beaming at Lord Crensford. "You played quite well that time, my lord, because your attention was not wholly directed toward yourself. Shall we decide upon that for tomorrow night?"

"Where did you learn to dance like that?" Lord Crensford was frowning.

She shrugged. ' 'I did not,'' she said.' 'I used to dance when I was supposed to be practicing scales or sketching or doing something else like that. I am afraid I cannot produce music with my fingers or my voice. Only with the whole of me."

Lord Crensford swallowed. "I don't know what the others will think," he said.

Diana looked at him in surprise. ''They will be entranced,'' she said.

"It doesn't seem right somehow," he said. "Lester and Michael and Russell looking on and all that. And Jack."

Both Diana and Angela looked blankly at him, and he scratched his head and coughed.

"Shall we try it again, then?" he asked.

Diana watched for a while until her eyes wandered to the window. She felt very guilty. She thought perhaps she owed Lord Kenwood an apology. After all, she was the one who had caused that kiss. Though of course, he had been deliberately provoking her, putting his arms right about her like that while he played their duet.

But she had invited the kiss. And she had participated in it with quite wanton eagerness. She had wanted him. No, correction: she wanted him. Her face burned at the very thought, but it was true. She wanted to experience again what had happened at that inn. But free of the laudanum. Had she only imagined that it was so very, very good?

And she wanted to know what would have come after. Would it have been only what Teddy had done to her at least once a week during four years of marriage? Or would it have been different? Could it be different?

She wanted to know. She ached to know.

And despised herself quite heartily.

The man was a rake. That was all he wanted of her. And if he could not have it with her, then he would take it from any available female. Like that chambermaid! How could he have done that, and only an hour after she had left him in the music room? And how could he so shamelessly flaunt his depravity as to kiss the girl and say those words to her in an open doorway where anyone might have seen mem? Where she had seen mem.

She had felt quite sick for the rest of the day.

Oh, she owed him no apology.

And she had been quite right. She must remember her own words and know beyond a doubt that she had spoken the truth. He had nothing to offer her but heartache and emptiness. Even now she ached because of the touches they had shared, and could scarce think of anything else besides him. And yet she was not really to blame for any of those encounters. And her virtue was still intact, she supposed.

How would she feel, then, if she deliberately went into his embrace and allowed him all the intimacy that she had given for four years in a marriage bed? How would she feel when he went away? When she saw him with another female in the doorway of his bedchamber? How would she cope with the turmoil that behavior so contrary to her upbringing and experience would cause? How would she ever look herself in the eye again?

Besides, there was no real debate in her mind, was there? She could not seriously be considering allowing the Marquess of Kenwood to seduce her. Not him of all people. What number would she be on his list of conquests? A very high number, doubtless. But not nearly as high as the woman of this time next year, or the year after that.

She would not be a number on anyone's list.

"What do you think, my lord?" Angela was asking breathlessly.

"Well," Lord Crensford said doubtfully, laying down his violin, "it will have to do, I suppose."

Diana climbed the stairs beside Angela a few minutes later.

"I can't do anything right as far as his lordship is concerned," Angela said. She sounded quite crestfallen.

"Ernest?" Diana said in surprise.

"He always frowns at me or outrightly scolds me," the girl said. "I don't think he has realized that I am no longer fourteen years old."

Diana squeezed her arm. "I don't see how he could have missed it," she said.

"I know I was a bother to him then," Angela said. "He was a dashing gentleman already, and I was just a nuisance of a young girl whom he was expected to entertain. I thought it might be different now. But I think he admires you. I wish I had your beauty. And your poise."

She ran the distance from the top of the stairs to her room and whisked herself inside before Diana could think of a response to make.
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"Well," the Marquess of Kenwood said, looking around the empty music room the following morning and strolling toward the pianoforte, "it seems that this is our hour. I gather the countess has seen to it that all the others have business that will take them elsewhere for the duration of those sixty minutes."

"Yes, I believe so," Diana said.

"What has she done with Ernie? That is what I would like to know." He was thumbing through the pile of music to find their duet piece. "It must have taken some ingenuity to persuade him to leave you alone in my clutches for such a lengthy period of time."

''Angela wanted to explore the castle again.'' Diana smiled faintly. "And I believe the countess convinced her that this morning was a convenient time. Ernest had to accompany her, of course, to make sure she does not hurt herself among the ruins. Russell and Barbara have gone too."

"Ah," the marquess said, apparently intent on looking through the music. "I wonder Ernie did not first lock you in your room and pocket the key."

"I assured him that I would be quite safe," she said.

Lord Kenwood looked up from the music, one eyebrow raised, his eyes amused. "Did you indeed?" he asked. "Perhaps you would like to cross the room to the fireplace while you still may, Diana, and pick up the poker. It may be a little difficult to man the keyboard with it clutched in your hand, but you may very well need it if I decide to become amorous again."

She flushed, but her chin remained up and her eyes on his. "I wish to say something," she said.

His eyes were laughing. "Say on, my dear," he said. "We have a whole hour before it is the viscountess's turn to run through her scales."

"I am sorry," she said, "for what I said two days ago. I was at least as responsible for that. . . embrace as you were, and it was hypocrisy to blame you as I did afterward and cast scorn on your morality. It was not fair."

His eyes traveled lazily down her slim frame, the sprigged muslin dress hinting at the feminine curves that he knew all about. "Oh, but it was very fair," he said. "You were quite right, you know, Diana. I did maneuver you into my arms, and I had every intention of kissing you if the opportunity arose. I had every intention of taking more liberties if I had the chance. Unfortunately I did not have the chance."

"Well," she said after an uncomfortable pause, "well, perhaps we should leave it at that."

His eyes were laughing again. "And perhaps in future it would be unwise to allow Ernie to let you off the leash," he said. "I want you, Diana Ingram. And if Ernie has told you that I am a dangerous man, then perhaps you should listen. For when all is said and done, Ernie does know something of the world and its ways."

"But you have one weakness," she said, completing her journey to the pianoforte and seating herself on the bench. "I have discovered it on more than one occasion."

His eyes and that one raised eyebrow mocked her.

"You cannot continue an embrace when you know your victim to be unwilling," she said, stretching out a hand for the music. "There is something of the gentleman in you after all. I believe I am safe."

He grinned slowly at her as he handed over the music. "From me, perhaps, my dear," he said. "But from yourself, Diana? I count on your weakness too, you see. Your very prim and ladylike demeanor hides a very unprim and unladylike zest for passion, I have discovered—on more than one occasion. Am I not right? However, fascinating as this discussion is becoming, I do believe we should turn our attention to this music. Since you and I and the pianoforte all finished at different moments the last time we tried it, and since the concert is tonight, I think we should put what remains of our hour to musical use."

Diana compressed her lips. "Do you want to play?" she asked. "I believe you do better at it than I."

"Ah, but it does not consort with my image of indolent and, er, rakish man about town to be seen both playing an instrument and singing," he said. "One of the two I may perhaps live down. Both, never. You may play, Diana. Beginning now, if you please. And you will please note that I am standing quite decorously here and not approaching even one small step closer to the bench."

"I had noticed," she said, "and will continue to do so." She began to play the accompaniment.

''I believe we have it," the marquess said a little less than an hour later. "That is the third time in succession that all three of us have finished together. And we both remembered the expression this last time instead of bellowing out the whole piece as if it were a battle charge. My heart quite goes out to poor Kate."

"Poor Kate?" Diana got resolutely to her feet and closed the sheet of music. "She was very wise to reject the man when she did. She is laughing, you see, instead of crying, as she undoubtedly would have been had she allowed him to stay."

" 'Te he he,' does not sound like very sincere laughter to me, though," he said. "Indeed, Diana, I feel remarkably foolish singing those words. Don't you? It is false laughter, if ever I heard any. She wants him to stay. She wants to be persuaded."

"Phooey!" Diana said. "She saved herself from endless heartache."

The marquess, who had been leaning on one elbow on the pianoforte, pushed himself to an upright position and strolled toward the door. He flicked her chin with one finger as he passed. "She probably spent a cold and lonely old age wishing she had a little pleasure to look back upon," he said. "Prim virtue can be a cold bedfellow, Diana. I suppose you would not care to stroll outside with me?"

"I have promised my mother-in-law to help organize the program for tonight," Diana said.

"I did not think you would.'' He opened the door, bowed, and motioned for her to precede him from the room.
*  *  *

That afternoon turned out to be as sunny and warm as the days preceding. Which was just as well, the Countess of Rotherham told her guests, because though the Greek-style pavilion beside the river was well-kept and comfortably furnished, it would have been somewhat crowded if rain had forced all twenty of them inside.

As it was, they were all able to sit on blankets or cushions on the river bank, while only two footmen remained inside the pavilion, pouring the champagne ready for toasting Allan's birthday and preparing the picnic tea for later.

The countess was thoroughly enjoying herself, as she had told the earl the night before. No one seemed to be languishing with boredom. And the three matches she had set herself to make were progressing satisfactorily.

''Not that I claim credit for Barbara and Russell, of course, dearest," she had said. "They have been intended for each other from the cradle and have had an eye for each other for the past two years and more. But it is gratifying to see love blossom at our home."

Angela and Ernest, of course, had not yet declared their love for each other—but they would. Ernest, the dear boy, was something of a slow top. He had not allowed Angela to climb any of the staircases at the castle that morning, indeed! How else did he expect to get close enough to her for a little squeeze and a kiss? But it would happen. She would keep working on it.

Jack and dear Diana, of course, clearly fancied each other.

But that would take a little time. She was not worried. They were both people of strong character. Doubtless, Jack wanted a little more than a squeeze and a kiss, and Diana less. They would come to terms.

If only that idiotic Thomas did not spoil everything. The poor man was clearly at an age when he was panicking at the loss of his youth—all men went through that stage—and trying desperately to recapture it. But Diana was too sensible to listen to his foolishness.

"Dears," the countess said, clapping her hands for attention. They had finished toasting Allan with champagne, and it was too early to eat. "Time for some exercise. Rotherham and I, and Hannah and Joshua are going to stroll along the bank as befits our age. But you younger folk will wish to walk farther afield. If you cross the bridge, you can walk more deeply into the woods. The trees are well spaced. There is no serious danger of getting lost."

The earl chuckled. "Not unless you wish to do so, of course," he said.

Several of the company laughed.

"But remember," the countess said, "I want you all back here for tea within the hour. Ernest, dear, why do not you lead the way across the bridge? Take Angela on your arm."

And if he was not quick-witted enough when he got to the other side to lose his way among the trees with her, she thought, well then. Well, then she would have to find some other way to throw them together the next day. And the next.

Jack, she could see, was leaning against a tree, one booted foot resting against the trunk, his arms folded across his chest, joking and laughing with Claudia and Hannah, who were seated on a blanket before him. All very well, but did he know or care that Thomas had just strolled off with Diana? The countess shook her head in some exasperation. She would have to wait until later to do something about that situation. Unless he had the wit to do something now, of course.

"Claudia," the countess said, "you and Clarence might as well stroll along with the rest of us. You too, if you please, Mrs. Wickenham. Do take my arm, and you shall tell me what you think of those grandchildren of ours. Jack, dear, you will not wish to be trapped with us older folk. Why do you not run along after the younger people?"

The marquess grinned. "Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to take you and Mrs. Wickenham on each of my arms, ma'am," he said. "But I am sure that one of the gentlemen would call me out for my greed in monopolizing two lovely ladies at once.''

Lady Knowles, who had got to her feet and was brushing her hands over her skirts, laughed. "No woman would ever be bowled over by your particular brand of flattery, Jack," she said, "if you did not have such a roguishly handsome face. And such naughty eyes," she added, wagging a finger at him.

He grinned and stayed standing against his tree. They had gone that way, he thought, turning his head and glancing off into the trees to his right. They had not crossed the river. Well—he straightened up and brushed a leaf from his shoulder and a twig from his sleeve—it was time to go after them. As it was, he would probably find Peabody down on one knee before her and kissing her hand.


*  *  *

Lord Crensford was beginning to despair of ever being free of Angela Wickenham. Certainly his mother would see to it that he squired her everywhere during the remainder of their stay at Rotherham Hall. London and freedom seemed a long way off both in time and space. He had a horrid and gloomy premonition that he would never reach either again.

The morning had been bad. Miss Wickenham had expressed a desire to see the castle again, and what Miss Wickenham desired she got, it seemed. It did not matter at all that Russell and Barbara were also bent on going there and that Michael or Lester or Allan might easily have been persuaded to escort Miss Wickenham. Oh, no, he had to be the victim.

"You know the place like the back of your hand, Ernest, dear," his mother had said. "You really must go along to show the others."

It would have been hopeless to argue that there really was nothing in the castle that was not obvious to the eye and that everyone had seen it before, anyway. It would have been hopeless to explain that he had been planning to invite Diana to look through the greenhouses with him. Her morning had been planned too. She was to practice for the evening concert—with Jack, of course.

She had told him when he had expressed his concern to her privately that it was quite all right. The marquess might be all that Ernest had said, and he might be obnoxious, but he was not dangerous. She could handle him quite well. If she only knew! And she had added that she was sorry she had begged him a few days earlier to stay close to her. He must not feel obliged to do so. He must enjoy himself 
with companions of his choice.

And that left him with Angela Wickenham.

He glanced at her as they crossed the bridge, followed by four other couples. She was looking about her with bright enthusiasm and met his glance with that smile that always crinkled her nose.

She was extremely pretty, he had to admit that. A vast improvement on the way she had looked four years before. She looked perfectly harmless. If one did not know differently, one might think her a quite normal young lady. One would not realize that she could be such a little pest.

All she had been able to think of that morning was climbing. While Barbara had been content to stroll about the courtyard and around the castle on the arm of Russell, as any sedate young lady would, Miss Wickenham had darted from one tower to the other, and he had had to be quite firm with her so that she would not climb any of the spiral staircases. They were altogether too dangerous for such a little 
and delicate young lady.

"But this one looks quite safe," she had said, coming to the final round tower and setting her foot on the bottom step, which was admittedly intact. "Do let us go up, my lord. You can go first if you like. And I will hold tightly to your hand if you wish. Please!"

"For the last time," he had said, thoroughly exasperated, "I will not take you back to your mama with a broken head. You can see quite well from down here. There is nothing whatsoever up there."

"But I wanted to see where that girl fell from," she had said, looking up at him with large dark eyes which might work on some men, but would certainly not on him. ''I want to know exactly how she must have felt just before she jumped."

"That is just a story Mama likes to think is true," he had said. "You aren't going up there anyway. I'm not going to have you share her fate."

She had turned sharply away from him and had kept her face averted for the rest of the time they had spent in the courtyard. Pouting, of course. Hoping he would give in. Just like a spoiled child. Wickenham probably did spoil her too. She was several years younger than Claudia. And he supposed it would be easy to spoil someone so small and dainty and pretty.

"The trees are beautiful here," she said now. "They are very old, are they not?" She stopped to touch the bark of an old oak tree, whose branches spread low to the ground.

Lord Crensford stopped politely at her side, his hands clasped behind him, while the other couples strolled on past.

Angela sighed. "I love trees," she said. "They reach so much closer to the sky than I can."

She finally moved—but not straight ahead as any normal young lady might be expected to do. She hitched her skirt to well above the ankles and began to move vertically. She started to climb the tree. The pestilential little hoyden!

"Hey!" Lord Crensford called. "Come down from there before you fall or get hurt."

She smiled cheekily down at him. "Make me come down," she said, and went on climbing.

Lord Crensford muttered a word that he would not normally say in a lady's presence and went after her. It must have been fifteen years since he last had climbed a tree. And a tight coat from Western's and tight pantaloons and Hessian boots were not quite the outfit one would choose to climb trees in if one had a choice.

Of course, he had no choice. The chit would fall and break a leg, and he would be blamed.

She was sitting on a stout branch, her back against the trunk, her knees drawn up against her, and her arms circling them when he finally came up to her. She was looking as comfortable as if she were sitting on a sofa in a private parlor. Her head was thrown back and her eyes were closed. She looked as if she felt perfect bliss.

"Don't you just love climbing?" she asked.

"It's my favorite activity," he said. "I have to sneak away from the house twice a day to shin up a couple of trees to satisfy my craving. I'm surprised you had not noticed."

She giggled merrily. "You are always so cross," she said. "One leaves the world and all its troubles behind when one climbs. I wish I could go on and on climbing right into the sky, right among the stars. Don't you?"

"It would be damp among the clouds," he said.

She laughed again. "There would be no clouds above my tree," she said. "Only endless and deep blue sky."

"How are you going to get down from here?" Lord Crensford asked, seating himself gingerly on the branch and feeling uncomfortably aware of empty air all about him. "That is what I would like to know. It is so easy to climb up, but not so easy to go down again. I suppose I will be expected to carry you."

She only laughed. "Don't you ever climb?" she asked. "I mean, do you never try to move beyond yourself? Don't you ever dream?"

"Only at night," he said firmly. "When I am asleep."

"What do you want of life?" she asked. "Are you happy as you are? Are you content for your life to remain the same for ever and ever?"

"Of course it won't stay the same," he said. What the deuce was he doing sitting on a tree branch poised above the ground, which looked dauntingly far away, discussing the direction his life was taking with a young lady who did not know how to behave with proper decorum? "I'll get older. I'll probably marry and set up my nursery. I'll probably lose some of my hair."

She set her cheek on one knee and gazed at him. "I want to live," she said. "I want to be free to do anything that seems exciting. I want to be old enough so that people will not be constantly telling me that something is unseemly or dangerous. I want to go to London and attend all the splendid balls. I want to dance and dance. And I want six children.''

"I hope you plan to marry first," he said.

She laughed again, a bright infectious sound that was beginning to annoy Lord Crensford. She had no business sounding so happy when she had dragged him up this tree, knowing that he was responsible for her safety.

"Of course," she said.

"To the most handsome man in all England, I suppose," he said scornfully. "And don't tell me." He held up a hand and suddenly felt distinctly less safe. "He can be as poor as a church mouse as long as he is handsome."

"No," she said. "As long as I love him, and as long as he loves me, he doesn't have to be particularly handsome or particularly rich. Or a prince."

"Is it too much to hope that you have had enough of climbing for one day?" Lord Crensford asked. 
"And are ready to let me help you down again?"

"You will only scold and scold if I go higher," she said.

And she was gone, descending the tree as quickly and as nimbly as she had ascended it. When Lord Crensford finally lowered himself cautiously to the bottom branch, it was to find her sitting there, swinging her legs.

''I have waited for you to lift me to the ground, you see," she said, "so that you can be quite sure that I will land safely." She crinkled her nose at him.

Lord Crensford jumped down and raised his arms for her. She was laughing down at him, the little pest, knowing full well that he was feeling considerably hotter and more out of breath than she. She set her hands on his shoulders, and he swung her down to the ground, his hands registering again soft femininity.

"You do look funny," she said, her hands still on his shoulders. "You have a twig in your hair." She reached up and pulled it free.

Yes, anyone who did not know differently might well mistake her for a normal pretty, pert, nicely behaved young lady. Her teeth were even and white. She had a pretty mouth. His hands were still at her waist. He felt suddenly uncomfortable.

"Did you see which way Diana went?" he asked with a frown. "She was with Peabody, wasn't she?"

Angela took a step backward and brushed the skirt of her dress with her hands. "Yes," she said.

The laughter was all gone from her face, Lord Crensford noticed as he offered his arm for the return walk to the pavilion. Was it too much to hope that she had suddenly realized the impropriety of her behavior for the past half hour? And he hoped Diana was safe. These would be the perfect surroundings for Jack to make his move on her.
*  *  *

It had been very much a choice between the devil and the deep blue sea, Diana thought. Mr. Peabody had offered his arm as they left the house, and he had hovered close ever since. And while she might have got away from him if she had really wanted to, she had been afraid of what the alternative might be. For although she had spent a whole hour with the Marquess of Kenwood that morning without serious incident, she had sense enough to know that there was some difference between being alone with him in the music room and being alone with him in such picturesque surroundings and with such possibilities of losing themselves among the trees.

It was true that she had apologized to him for her words of two afternoons before, though she had somewhat despised herself for doing so. For even if she had been right and she had been as much to blame for what had happened as he had been, there had still been the incident with the chambermaid less than an hour afterward, and such an incident was distasteful, to say the least.

But it was also true that he had rejected her apology, or at least her assumption of some of the blame. He had quite openly told her that he had been guilty all the time, that he had deliberately maneuvered her into that embrace, that he had been prepared to make more of the kiss if opportunity had presented itself.

And he had made no secret of the fact that he desired her and that he would continue to pursue her. Why would he admit to such a thing openly if he were not quite confident of success? And why would he be so confident if she had not made him so? He understood her very well, she might well give in to him if she were alone with him in the right surroundings. Like quiet, green, shady woods. Better to stay far away from him.

And so she accepted Mr. Peabody's suggestion that they take a stroll among the trees before tea. She knew she had made a mistake almost before they were out of sight of the blankets and the pavilion at the bank of the river.

"I envied Teddy Ingram from the day of his wedding to the day of his death," Mr. Peabody said after having made the observation that he had met Diana for the first time at her wedding.

"Oh?" She could think of nothing else to say.

"He died very young," he continued. "But those four years must have been worth more than a lifetime to other men."

The marquess had said something uncomfortably similar. But then the marquess had been speaking with his customary irony at the time. Mr. Peabody was serious.

"He was well loved by his parishioners," she said. "And he was doing something he believed in and something he loved doing. And until the very last he enjoyed quite good health. Yes, sir, he would be the first to agree that he had a good life."

"He had a wife who made him the envy of all men," he said.

Diana smiled. "It is kind of you to say so," she said. "I did my best to be a good wife. Do you not think that Mr. Turner is embarrassed to have his birthday so publicly noticed?"

"Ah," he said, stopping walking and taking the hand that had been resting on his arm in both of his, "I see I have discomposed you, my dear Mrs. Ingram. I have made my admiration too obvious, perhaps?"

"I can only feel flattered, sir," she said. "Does your son return to university in the autumn?"

But he was not to be deterred. Try as she would to turn the conversation into other channels, he quite persistently forged ahead with the outpouring of his admiration and with the expression of the fond hope that she would make him the happiest of men.

"I am deeply honored, sir," she said, "but I cannot think of marriage with any man at the moment. My husband has been dead for only a little over a year."

It was perfectly understandable, of course. She was a serious young lady who had undoubtedly been deeply attached to a man of Teddy Ingrain's exemplary character. He would not expect an instant betrothal. Just a word of encouragement. Something to give him hope over the long winter ahead.

Diana felt considerable distress. Mr. Thomas Peabody was not a man to despise or dislike. He was a perfectly worthy gentleman of middle years who appeared to have developed a serious attachment to her. And she feared that she had encouraged him more than she ought in order to avoid the attentions of another man.

"I am sorry," she said, trying to slide her hand from between his. "It would be wrong of me to say that perhaps next year I will feel differently. Sensible as I am of the honor you do me, sir, I do not believe I would ever wish for matrimony with you."

"It is my age?" he asked. "It is true that I could give you twenty years, my dear Mrs. Ingram, but I do assure you that I still enjoy the vigor of youth."

And he proceeded to try to prove his claim in a manner that had her recoiling in indignation.

"Sir!" she said, clasping her hands to her bosom and glaring down at his hands, which had grasped her waist.

''You must know that I find you adorable,'' he saids' 'Give me one word of hope, I beg of you."

"Ah," a voice said from close by. "Some fellow mortals. Peabody, is it? And Diana? What a relief! I thought I was doomed to wander about the forest for the rest of my days. I have very little sense of direction, I'm afraid."

He was not the only one feeling relief. And if she was relieved to hear the voice and see the person of the Marquess of Kenwood, Diana thought, she must be in trouble indeed-

''You really are not far from the river,'' Mr. Peabody said, lowering his hands to his sides. "If you go straight back in the direction from which you came, Kenwood, you will reach the pavilion in no more than five minutes."

"You don't say so?" The marquess peered back through the trees with every appearance of great astonishment. "I fear I must have been walking in circles."

"We are going back there," Diana said. "We can go together, my lord."

Lord Kenwood stroked his chin and frowned. "There is a view to the castle from somewhere close to here, according to what the earl said at dinner last night," he said. "It was that spot I was looking for. 
You do not know it, I suppose, Diana?"

"Yes, I do," she said. "But it would involve five minutes more of walking."

"Ah, splendid!" he said. "I believe we have the time. Will you act as my guide, ma'am? Peabody, perhaps you will beg that some food be saved for us if we happen to be late? That's a good fellow."

It was not clear whether Mr. Peabody realized that he had been outmaneuvered. When he closed his mouth, he bowed and turned back toward the river without another word.

Diana did realize, but she felt only relief at her rescue from embarrassment as she took the marquess's arm and turned to walk in the opposite direction.
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They walked in silence for a couple of minutes until Diana, tense with the emotions of her encounter with Mr. Peabody, among which indignation and guilt figured most prominently, glanced up into the face of her companion. His eyes were gleaming and his lips were set in that way she had come to detest.

"Well, go on," she said, hearing the annoyance in her voice and incapable for the moment of doing anything about it, "say it."

"Must I?" If she had not been well familiar with his eyes by this time, she might have been convinced by his look of abject humility. "Must I confess that I was consumed by embarrassment when I realized that I was breaking in upon a grand moment of romance?"

"You were neither lost nor embarrassed," she said indignantly. "Why do you never simply say what is on your mind? Why do you make a joke of everything?"

' 'I must confess,'' he said,' 'that I did pause for a moment when Peabody seemed undecided whether to go down on one knee and plead his cause with greater eloquence or to seize you and conquer you with his ardor. I think I would not have had the heart to interrupt him if he had chosen the former course."

"You would have been too busy laughing," she said crossly.   

"On the contrary," he said, "I would have been all admiration for a man who was willing to make an ass of himself in the cause of love. Unfortunately, Peabody is not made of such stern stuff. Were you sorry to be interrupted, by the way?"

"I was not." Diana looked about her, wondering if after all she could find the small knoll from which one was afforded a splendid and unexpected view of the castle. She had been there before more man once, but always in company with Teddy.

"Ah," he said, "I thought not. And I am not really interested in picturesque views of castles, Diana—or at least, not at the moment. I merely wanted to lure you deeper into the woods on my own account, you see."

"If you expect to see me quake with terror, my lord," she said, "you will be disappointed. I know I have nothing to fear from you."

"Ah, yes," he said. "I had forgot that you have discovered my darkest secret—that I am a gentleman at heart. But tell me, Diana, why are you always so cross with me? Apart from the delectable embarrassment of our first—no, our second—encounter, what have I done to offend you so?"

"Nothing," she said. "Nothing at all."

"And I have never known anyone," he said, "who can make 'nothing' sound like such a great deal of something. Your cheeks are flushed, your eyes flashing, your chin leading your advance. I would be in fear and trembling indeed if I had ever done something to offend you. Tell me what I have done."

Diana jerked her hand from within his arm and turned to face him. "Nothing is serious to you," she said. "Nothing and no one is of any value. Everything and everyone is to be used for your own amusement. Especially women. The barmaid at that inn. Me. That chambermaid at the house. Doubtless dozens of others."

"Ah, the chambermaid," he said, clasping his hands behind his back and looking down at her. "I wondered when she would be introduced into the conversation between us. I am sorry you were a witness to that kiss. It was careless of me to do that in an open doorway. Did I put you to the blush?"

"You can never get beyond surfaces, can you?" she said. "What do my blushes matter? It is your character, your morality that is the question here."

He raised his eyebrows. His eyes were still laughing at her. "Ah, yes," he said, "it was greedy of me, was it not, to take the stairs two at a time after having my wicked way with you in the music room so that I could do the same with the maid. A trifle exhausting, too. I was hard put to it to find the energy to drag a croquet mallet about the lawn with me afterward."

Diana flushed. "That is not what happened between you and me," she said.

"No." He smiled. "But that is what Ernie thought had happened when he came huffing and puffing into the room after you had left it."

"Then he was mistaken," she said indignantly. "Did you explain to him?"

"No." He strolled toward a tree that was a few feet away and set his back against it. He crossed his arms over his chest. "I very rarely interfere in what a person wishes to believe, Diana. Neither do I intend to deny that I went from our— embrace to an hour of vigorous sport with the chambermaid."

"But did you?" she asked sharply.

He lifted one eyebrow and looked at her mockingly. "What do you think, Diana?" he said, the amusement in his voice bringing the color back to her cheeks again. "That is all that matters. You do not believe half of what I say anyway."

She frowned and took a step closer to him. "What is important to you?" she asked. "What gives life meaning for you? Just pleasure?"

He was still smiling, but some of the mockery had faded. "Now," he said, "you must tell me, do you wish to hear what you wish to hear, or do you wish to hear what I choose to say?"

''What you choose to say,'' she said after pausing to work out the riddle of his words.

"Ah, well, in that case," he said, "I would have to say I value my family—my mother, my two sisters, my nephew. My estate is important to me. I like to spend my summers there with my own people. But of course—" the mockery was back in his eyes— "I need the rents that the land brings in order to finance my, ah, pleasures for the rest of the year."

Diana turned away from his blue eyes, which were mesmerizing her, and looked at the trees around mem.

"Why do you like people to think the worst of you?" she asked quietly.

"The worst?" He slid one booted foot upward to rest against the trunk of the tree. "I believe I am much envied by a large number of gentlemen of the ton, Diana, and much sought-after by certain, ah, ladies. I have a reputation to uphold, my dear."

She looked back at him, frowning. "But it is a mask," she said. "It is a mask, is it not?"

He shook his head, all the mockery back in his eyes and in the lift of one corner of his mouth. "No, Diana," he said, "you will not find a worthy gentleman hidden behind the, ah, libertine. I am what you see, my dear. And you are attracted to what you see, are you not? And so must try to see goodness and worthiness in me so that your attraction can be justified."

"And yet," she said, "Mr. Peabody, who is undoubtedly a worthy gentleman, tried to force himself upon me a short while ago. You have not done so even though we are very much alone here."

"Remiss of me," he said, returning his one foot to the ground and stretching out a hand for hers. "Come, then, let me not ruin my reputation, Diana. Let it not be said that I had a lovely lady alone in the woods and brought her out again unkissed."

Diana supposed she must have lifted her own hand and put it in his. He certainly had not grabbed it from her side.

She supposed she must have taken the two short steps toward him since he had not jerked on her arm. And she supposed she had raised her face to his since he had not lifted her chin. He was leaning back against the tree. She must have put herself against him even before his arms came around her and held her there.

But it was an embrace quite different from any other she had shared with him. Although his mouth was open over hers, and though his arms held her close, one directly beneath her own arms, which had found their way about his neck, and one below her waist, he did nothing to arouse her further. And though she could feel his body with every part of her own and had one arm about his broad shoulders and one hand twined in his thick dark hair, and though her own mouth had come open to his, she felt no uncontrollable physical passion.

Only something far, far worse. Only a deep feeling of affection. Only a craving to get behind his" mask—because he assuredly did wear one, however much he denied doing so. Only a longing to know the man as he was and to find that after all he was likable and lovable. Only a need to deny reality and find her fantasy lover again.

She drew back her head, looked into his intensely blue eyes, which gazed back mockingly—though whether they mocked her or himself she could not tell—and dipped her forehead against his neckcloth.

"It is a shame that nature is uncooperative," he said, his hand reaching beneath her chin to pull loose the ribbons of -her bonnet and to drop the garment to the grass. "The ground is hard and uneven with tree roots. It is not even autumn so that we could have a bed of soft leaves. Alas, it seems that for today at least I must be satisfied with a standing kiss.''

"You don't even wish for more," she said, looking up at him and frowning. "You are saying what you think I expect to hear."

"Diana." She could still not fathom the direction of his mockery—inward or outward. ''You cannot make a romantic lover of me, my dear. Or a noble character. I want you. In bed, do you understand? And I mean to do Everything in my power during the next two weeks to have you there. Nothing else. No romance."

"If you wish to succeed," she said, searching his eyes but finding no clue there, "you go about it in a strange way. You deliberately try to give me a disgust of you. It seems almost as if you want me to reject you. As if you wish to be saved from yourself."

One corner of his mouth lifted. "If you knew just how much more base my designs are even than I have admitted to," he said, "you would pack your trunks and leave here today, Diana."

And then he grinned, and Diana lowered her hands to his shoulders.

"Now," he said. He put a hand firmly against one side of her face and turned her head, drawing it to rest below his shoulder. "I have bared my 'soul to you and admitted to a fondness for my family and my property and people. It is your turn. What do you want of life, Diana Ingram?"

She closed her eyes. "I want to marry again," she said after a short silence. "Eventually. To someone I can love with my whole being. To someone who will make the universe explode around me."

She waited to hear his laughter, to feel it beneath her ear. But there was none.

"Was your marriage to Teddy not good?" he asked quietly. His fingers were stroking through her hair at the side of her head.

"Yes, it was very good." She turned her head slightly so that her cheek was against his lapel. She breathed in the smell of him and wondered what on earth they were doing holding a conversation thus. She and the Marquess of Kenwood. "I loved him dearly. He was very kind to me. For months after his death I did not know how I was to live on. And it was so unnecessary. He would not stop pushing himself after he caught the first chill, even though the weather was particularly inclement. And he never did have a strong constitution—he was very ill for a whole year as a child. I still miss him. There is a loneliness and an emptiness where he was."

He did not say anything for a while, but continued to hold her within the circle of his arms and smooth his hand across the side of her head. She felt him swallow. "But he did not make the universe explode," he said.

"No."

"Well, if he did not," he said, "and if you have had no lover, who the deuce did you think I was, then, Diana?" His arms tightened when she would have broken away.

"I did not think you were anyone," she cried.

He lowered his head to look into her flushed face. His own was amused. ''I believe you speak the truth,'' he said. "You were drugged and you were dreaming. Was I the one who was to make it explode for you, Diana? I think it might well have happened, you know. But such is only a momentary sensation, the result of a particularly good sexual experience, not a lifelong state. There is no such thing as the love you are looking for. It is only in your dreams."

"If that is so," she said—she did not know what her free arm was doing about his neck again, holding his face close to her own—"then I think I would prefer my dreams to your reality, Jack."

His eyes flickered at her unintentional use of his name. "But in the meantime," he said, "there is the loneliness and the emptiness to be dealt with."

His lips touched hers again, but she drew back. "Do you mean mine or your own?" she asked.

His eyes gazed into hers for a long moment before he lifted his head. "Touché Diana," he said, the amusement back. "That would be telling, my dear. I fear that this romantic atmosphere is going to be severely marred soon by the rumblings of my stomach. And if circumstances do not allow us to satisfy one of our appetites, we might as well wander back to the river and satisfy another. Agreed?"

He crossed his arms over his chest and looked down at her in some amusement when she pushed away from him, brushed at the creases in her light muslin dress, and stooped down to retrieve her bonnet.

"Agreed," she said briskly. "I think the hour my mother-in-law spoke of must be almost over."

He held out an arm to her and bowed elegantly. "And I believe we have put it to admirable use," he said. "The countess would be proud of us if she knew. Though I am sure she will guess when she sees us emerge from the greenery looking flushed and pleased with ourselves."

"Oh," she said, "I will be looking no such thing."

"Perhaps I used the wrong pronouns, then," he said. "I see that I should have said 'me' and 'myself.' However it is, I am sure the countess will draw the most satisfactory conclusions, as will everyone else."

"But nothing has happened," she said.

His raised eyebrow only increased her indignation. "What?" he said. "A kiss is nothing? My kiss is nothing? I am devastated. I am sure the countess would expect no more than that, of course. Or anyone else for that matter. Except old Ernie. And perhaps Lester. But we certainly kissed, Diana. You are very good at it, too, if I may be permitted to say so. You do not clamp your lips and your teeth together as if the treasures beyond must be guarded at all costs. I seem to recall that you were just as generous with another part of your body, though of course my own stupidity prevented me from reaching those treasures beyond. Very lamentable."

"You are despicable," she said, flushing, "and you really are no gentleman."

"Ah, this is better," he said. "I admire you vastly with flashing eyes and stubborn chin, Diana. It promises well for the explosion of a certain universe on a certain much-wished-for occasion."

"Well, it certainly will not happen with you, sir," she said tartly. "If you may be certain about anything in your future, it is that."

"Ah, Diana," he said in that caressing voice that made the fine hairs on the back of her neck feel as if they were standing on end,' 'I would not count on that if I were you.'' He was laughing at her again. She hated it when he did that. It made her feel that he knew something about her that she did not know. As if she had a smudge at the end of her nose that she did not know about. She lifted a hand and brushed at her nose self-consciously.
*  *  *

Diana went to sit beside her mother-in-law, who was instructing a couple of footmen on the distribution of the food. The Marquess of Kenwood strolled over to join a larger group.

"Well, Jack," Lester said with a wink and something of a leer, "are you five hundred guineas the richer yet?"

"If I am," Lord Kenwood said,' 'you will not be the first to know, Lester, my boy."

His relative laughed, and the marquess moved on.

"I am sure Mama was vastly relieved to see you emerge from the woods with Diana when she left here with Thomas Peabody," Claudia said to him with a smile. "I think she thought for a moment that all her plans had gone awry."

"Ah," the marquess said, "she has discussed the matter with you, then?"

"Of course not," she said. "All her matchmaking schemes are a closely guarded secret from everyone except Papa. She does not realize that the whole world knows when she has decided to bring two people together, and it would be a shame to disabuse her, would it not?"

"Indeed," he said, "and to disappoint her. But I am afraid she will be disappointed on this one occasion."

"Perhaps," she said. "But I am far more doubtful about Ernest and Angela."

''Do you fancy him as a brother-in-law twice over?" Lord Kenwood asked with a grin.

"That is quite beside the point," she said. "The question is, does he want her for a wife? I believe she has doted on him since she was fourteen and he seemed like a very dashing young lord. Unfortunately, I think he saw her as a very troublesome child whom it was quite beneath his dignity to entertain."

"Hm," the marquess commented.

He chattered on with the larger group, reclining indolently on one elbow on the blanket, sucking on the end of a blade of grass, and resisting with all the power of his will the urge to jump to his feet and stride off through the trees alone.

He felt rather as if he were suffocating. And he was beginning to wonder in earnest if he were sickening for something. How could he have so mismanaged the past half hour? He had had her entirely to himself in the most opportune surroundings he could possibly imagine. He had a wager to win within two weeks with a woman who was as attracted to him as he was to her. He might have spent the time bringing her several steps closer to surrendering to that attraction, several steps closer to winning his five hundred guineas for him.

Yet somehow he had completely mishandled the situation. He had never done anything like it before.

He had held her and kissed her, yes. He might have taken the embrace almost as far as he wanted. There had been no resistance in her. Indeed, she had come to him quite willingly and had put herself against him and her open mouth against his with every appearance of total surrender.

But he had made nothing of the moment. What was the matter? Had he not desired her? He could not think of anyone more desirable than Diana Ingram. What was it, then?

Somehow he had been unable to empty his mind, as he usually did at such moments, and feel only woman. He had held her close against him, kissed her with warm, open-mouthed intimacy, been fully aware of how slim and shapely and desirable she was, smelted the fragrance of her hair as he remembered it from the inn, and—and what?

And had not been able to rid his mind of the knowledge that she was Diana Ingram, that she had been married to Teddy Ingram and had suffered a cruel bereavement at a young age, that she had a quick wit and high ideals, that she was attracted to him but unwilling to give in to that attraction, that she had a sweet soprano voice, that she had begun to penetrate aspects of his life that he always kept strictly private from women, and to suspect that there were some people and some things in his life that he valued. And that it would be mean and paltry to upset her life, as he surely would, with an affair that would be quite temporary and entirely physical.

He had wanted to kiss her just as he had kissed her, with warmth and awareness, with affection even, and without passion. He had not even wanted to bed her at that moment. He had wanted to hold her, to be with her, to to—.

Damnation! He was beginning to like Diana Ingram. And not just to like her in the way he must like all his women if he was to derive any pleasure from them. He was beginning to like her as a person, quite apart from his physical attraction to her. Almost as he liked his mother and Frances and Hester.

How could he seduce a woman he liked, bed her in order to win a wager that was written into the betting book at White's?

How could he do that to any woman? What the devil could have possessed him to become a part of something quite so vulgar and tasteless? He would kill—he would quite surely kill anyone who did something like that to Hester.

There was loneliness and emptiness without Teddy, she had said. He had news for her. There was always loneliness and emptiness.. It was part of the condition of living.

Mine or your own? she had asked when he had suggested taking away those feelings with a kiss.

Hers, of course. She was the one who was lonely. He had learned long ago how to cover up the 
essential emptiness of his life. He could take it away for her if she would let him.

Could he?

"Jack." Lady Knowles leaned toward him as everyone around them burst into laughter following another of her husband's humorous stories. "Whoever she is, she is a fortunate lady. You should be forced to wear a dark shade over your eyes at all times, you know. No man should be allowed to have eyes like yours."

He smiled lazily up at her and removed the blade of grass from between his teeth. "Ah, but then I would not be able to see the ladies around me," he said. "I should have to feel them with my hands. I imagine that might occasion some shrieks and slaps."

"Perhaps not as many as you think," she said, patting his arm. She sighed. "Oh, Jack, if I were only twenty years younger."

"Ah," he said, "but then I am not interested in twelve-year-olds, ma'am."

He grinned and winked at her as she tutted and gave his arm a playful shove.

He wished he were in London. He wished he could get away from the oppressive atmosphere of this house party even if only for a few hours. Where would he go? To one of his clubs? Play cards and get pleasantly drunk? Reel home and let Carter, impassive yet stiffly disapproving, put him to bed?

Find some woman he knew? Fanny, Lady Brewster, perhaps? Sally? Some woman he had not had before? Spend the night learning new ways of being pleasured by some new courtesan and sharing his own expertise with her? Make love with all his energy so that he could sink finally into peaceful oblivion?

Devil take Diana Ingram! What was it to him that she had been happy with Teddy? That she had loved him? That he had been kind to her? What did it matter that she had not known how to go on living after his death? That she was lonely without him? What did it matter that she was in search of a more powerful love? There was no such thing as love, not beyond the sort of affection one felt for one's family, anyway.

What was it to him that she wanted a love that would make the universe explode, as she put it? She was a foolish, naive girl for all that she must be three-and-twenty at least and for all that she had been a married woman for four years. She lived in dreams. He could work her to the height of physical passion so that the stars would eventually shatter around her. But a few minutes later she would be herself again. Nothing would have changed permanently. Even making love could not change the universe.

Women and their romantic notions! And Diana Ingram was the worst of them. She could look at him with her beautiful gray eyes, and touch him with her soft, shapely body, and kiss him with her warm mouth, and he was almost willing to believe that perhaps she knew something that he did not know.

He was going to have to make a decision. Either he must leave Rotherham Hall, make some excuse to take him back to town, or he must concentrate his mind and his expertise on bedding Diana.Ingram. Once he had done so, he could forget about her and return to himself again. He could prove to himself that beneath him on a bed she was really no different from any other woman—no more and no less pleasurable to possess.

He would prefer to leave. He would far prefer it. For some reason that he could not fathom, or did not care to try to fathom, he wanted to run a million miles from Diana Ingram.

But of course he could not leave. It would be extremely ill-mannered to do so. There was this infernal conceit in the evening. And the main event, the earl's birthday with all its attendant celebrations, was still five days away.

So he was trapped.

The Marquess of Kenwood sat up to take a plate from a footman and look over a large platter of cold meats and bread rolls.

It seemed that there was no choice, then. He must return to the chase that he had faced with such relish little more than a week before. And that he still relished. He wanted Diana Ingram very badly, the wager notwithstanding.

He looked across to where she sat, between the earl and the countess, smiling glowingly at the former.

''Te he he, quoth she/Make no fool of me!" That damned song. It had been running through his head for three days. "Men I know have oaths at pleasure/But their hopes attained/They bewray they feigned/ And their oaths are kept at leisure."

Well, sweet Kate, he thought grimly, still staring at Diana, at least I have made no oaths to her. She knows what I want of her. When she gives it to me, it will be of her own choosing and with full knowledge of the consequences. I need feel no guilt. She is no green woman.

She caught his eye across the width of three blankets and raised her chin with that stubborn little lift that he was beginning to recognize as characteristic of her. He raised one eyebrow and smiled.

Oh, yes, she was irresistible. He was going to enjoy the continued pursuit of her. He deliberately let his eyes travel down her body until she flushed and looked sharply away. Her lips were compressed in annoyance.

His smile became a grin before he turned his attention to his food and his nearest companions.
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The Countess of Rotherham had sent out invitations several weeks before to friends and neighbors for miles around to attend the grand dinner and ball in honor of the earl's sixty-fifth birthday. Replies had been promptly returned, the overwhelming majority of them acceptances.

Three days before the event, however, the countess became anxious. Had she sent out the invitations too soon? Would everyone have forgotten? Had any of the prospective guests changed their minds? Although her husband, her two sons, and her two daughters-in-law all assured her that no one in his right mind would forget such a lavish entertainment in the country, nothing would do but for her to repeat as many of the invitations as possible.

"Ernest," she said, when everyone had settled at the breakfast table, "you shall ride to Mr. Pierce's, dear, and make sure that he and his good wife will be coming with Simon and Miss Pierce. And you can call on the Flemings afterward. Take Angela and Beatrice and Allan with you. Clarence, you and Claudia shall call upon Sir Frederick Huntingdon and the Salmons. Diana and Nancy will go with you, and Lester and Jack. Hannah and I will drive into the village."

And so the morning was effectively planned for most of her guests.

Diana stepped out to the stables with Nancy, folly prepared to enjoy herself. The good weather still held, she was wearing the bright pink riding habit that she had been too shy to wear until this very day, and she was beginning to feel young and carefree again.

Had she ever felt young and carefree? When she was a very young girl, perhaps. But when she was eighteen and had been taken to London to be presented at court and to participate in all the gay activities of the Season? Not really. She had been too bewildered by it all and not a little frightened. She had not really enjoyed that spring.

Had she ever felt young and exuberant during the years of her marriage to Teddy? It felt disloyal to admit that she had not. She had not been actively unhappy with him—oh, no, certainly not—but she had always been aware that she was a clergyman's wife and that certain decorous behavior was expected of her. And Teddy had been such a very serious person. Gentle, kind, and dear, it was true, but serious. Indeed, when she tried to remember a time when he had laughed, she could not do so. Not one single occasion. He had smiled frequently, but he had never laughed.

So for the first time in her adult life she was feeling young. And she was feeling that carefreeness was neither an undesirable nor an impossible state. She was beginning to feel that finally she had put behind her the dreadful ordeal of Teddy's death and all the bitterness and loneliness that had followed it. She was beginning to feel a sense of release, a hope that happiness still lay ahead of her.

She allowed Lester to help her into the sidesaddle and smiled down at him. And what had wrought the change? Undoubtedly it had done her good to be forced to leave the quiet solitude of her papa's home for the bustle and activity of this house party at Rotherham Hall. And her affection had been revived for the earl and countess and for Clarence, Claudia, Ernest, and the children. It felt good to be part of a family that consisted of more than just her mother and father. Then, of course, the weather had contributed to her mood. It had been warm and sunny almost since the day of he arrival.

The Marquess of Kenwood brought his horse into step beside hers as they all rode out of the cobbled stableyard. He was grinning. "You should have warned us all to wear dark shades over our eyes, Diana," he said. "That is a very eye-catching outfit." He leaned a little closer. "And quite ravishing."

She smiled back. "I am afraid that when one has been wearing black for a whole year, my lord," she said, "one develops a weakness for bright colors."

"It is a weakness that you are welcome to cultivate as far as I am concerned," he said, one eyebrow lifting as he deliberately let his eyes travel slowly down her body.

Diana laughed and held her face up to the sun's rays. Yes, it was the sun that was doing it, she thought, feeling its warmth against her face and against her body. And oh, yes— she had to admit it—it was the man at her side too. It was a terrible admission to make. It was a ridiculous admission to make. He was making her feel young. He was making her laugh. He was making her feel attractive. And desirable.

And she was beginning to like him, despite everything. Perhaps she was beginning to feel a little more than liking.

"Perhaps Mama is a little mad," Lord Wendell said, "but it is always good to have an excuse to ride on such a morning. I just hope we do not drag any of our hosts out of bed."

''They deserve to be dragged out on a morning like this,'' his wife said briskly. "And people always seem to get up in the country."

"I'm not so sure about Lady Huntingdon," the viscount said with a chuckle. "She lived too many years in London, from what I have heard. She is quite averse to mornings."

"Have you met Sir Frederick's new wife, Diana?" Claudia asked.

Diana shook her head.

"Now can you imagine anyone," Lord Kenwood asked her, "being willing to waste a whole morning in slumber? What can be so interesting to do the night before, I wonder, that one would be prepared to make such a sacrifice?"

Diana could not hold her expression quite serious.' 'Oh,'' she said, "reading a book, perhaps? Playing cards? Drinking?"

"And?" he prompted. He was using his bedroom voice again. She had to force herself not to laugh.

"And." She frowned as if in deep thought. "And saying one's prayers." She smiled dazzingly at him and watched the twinkle grow in his eyes.

If she were not very careful, she would fall in love with him. And would not that be a shocking thing? Not that there was any danger of that, of course. He was still, when all was said and done, a notorious rake. And he was still bent on charming her out of good sense, on flirting outrageously with her, and on ultimately seducing her. He was still a man for whom women were judged only on their suitability for enticing into his bed. Oh, no, there was no real danger of her falling in love with him. She could not possibly love such a man.

But since the afternoon of the picnic two days before she had let go of the terrible embarrassment that had made her almost hate him. It was in the past, what had happened at the inn, and it would never be repeated. And she had let go of her indignation at his attempted seduction, and of the terrible urge to judge another human being that she supposed she had learned at the parsonage.

And she had come to see a man who, despite everything, was likable. He loved his family, he had said, and his lands and his tenants. And he had held her close, but without passion, and had listened to her talk about Teddy and about her dreams for the future. He had not laughed at her.

He had told her, of course, that she must not try to find a worthy gentleman behind the outer shallowness of his life. And he had warned her that he wanted her, that he intended to try to have her, and that there would be only physical pleasure involved, not romance. Not love.

It had really sounded almost as if he were trying to convince himself.

"Do you think Ernie is likely to come to blows with Michael and Allan and Lester?" the marquess asked now, lowering his voice so that the last named gentleman would not hear. ''I can rather picture him taking on all three at once, a rapier in each hand, a dagger between his teeth. A chivalrous soul is old Ernie, when occasion demands."

"Whatever for?" she asked. "Why would Ernest want to fight anyone?"

"What?" he said. "You have not noticed how those three have been following Miss Wickenham around like lapdogs since she performed a certain fascinating dance two evenings ago? The night of our great triumph as vocal duetists?"

"You found it objectionable?" she asked with a frown.

He raised both eyebrows and gazed mockingly across at her. "Now did I say objectionable?" he asked. "Mouthwatering, perhaps. Objectionable, no. I am only amazed that Ernie allowed it. He must have known what was coming since he provided the accompaniment. Of course, that does not necessarily follow. He was probably so intent on scraping his violin during practice that he did not even notice that someone was dancing beyond his line of vision. Not that I ever thought Ernie was made of stone."

"But the dance was beautiful!" Diana said indignantly. "She has great talent."

"Without any doubt," the marquess said. His eyes were laughing at her. "Michael and Allan and Lester thought so too."

Diana's lips compressed. "It is just like you to have seen the dance that way," she said. "Oh, it is just like you."

He grinned. "Just like Michael and Allan and Lester too?" he said. "And Ernie?"

"Ernest is a gentleman," she said.

He laughed. "Precisely. That's why I fear that he might be slapping a single glove in three faces before the week is out."

"Well, there you are wrong," she said. "Ernest does not even like Angela, unfortunately. She says that she cannot do anything right in his eyes."

"That's just like Ernie too," he said, "not even to know when he is attracted to a woman. Now I—" he lowered his voice to a caress—"never ever make that mistake, Diana. I was attracted to you the moment my eyes first rested on you. Though they did not first alight on your face, of course, as you may recall."

"Yes, I do recall," she said, looking straight ahead. "And I see that you are trying to put me to the blush, my lord. But it will not work. If you were a gentleman, you would have looked only into my face on that occasion."

"Diana!" he said. "Am I made of marble? Or am I flesh and blood? And is it your habit that is reflecting from your face? Your cheeks look decidedly pink. And is that a smile that is tugging at the corners of your mouth? For shame, my dear. A lady would be quivering with indignation by now."

Diana tugged the corners of her mouth back down again and said nothing. They had had several such conversations in the past two days. And it was shameful, and unladylike— she was beginning to enjoy mem.

''You see?'' Lord Wendell called back to the group behind him. He was pointing ahead. "We maligned the lady. She is out riding with her husband already."

Diana could see the ivy-covered stone house of Sir Frederick Huntingdon in the distance. The man himself, with a lady at his side, was riding across a field in their direction. He lifted a hand to acknowledge them. The two groups met on either side of a stile.

Greetings were exchanged and introductions made. Diana smiled and nodded to Lady Huntingdon, who had married the baronet just the year before. It was the second marriage for both of them. And this time he had chosen a beauty. Lady Huntingdon's dark hair was piled beneath a very fashionable riding hat. Dark eyes and eyelashes looked out dreamily from a proud and handsome face. She held herself very straight in the saddle. Her voice when she spoke was low-pitched and soft.

The Marquess of Kenwood was the last to be presented to her, though she must, of course, have looked the whole group over as they approached.

"Oh, Jack," she said, her eyelids drooping as she looked at him, "is it you? And you have been at Rotherham Hall for almost two weeks already? What rotten bad luck that we did not hear before. Life is confounded dull in the country, is it not?"

Diana turned, startled, to look at Lord Kenwood. He was gazing at Lady Huntingdon with half-closed, amused eyes. "Hello, Serena," he said. "It has been a long time."

"You must all come and have tea," she said. She glanced at her husband. "We will not take no for answer, will we, darling? Do ride down to the gate all of you and come through. Jack, you must ride beside me and tell me everything you have been doing in the past two years. Everything, you naughty man. All the sordid details."

Everyone laughed. But Lady Huntingdon did not. Her voice was like a low caress. Diana shivered and glanced up to the sky. But there were no clouds there; the sun was still shining.

They had been lovers, she thought. There could be no doubt about it. It was there in the way they looked at each other. And they did not even seem to care that others too could see it in their eyes. They had been lovers. She was face-to-face with one of his mistresses. But then, of course, that was hardly surprising. The country must be littered with them. And she had known very well about their existence even before meeting this living proof.

It did not matter. It was none of her concern. It did not matter at all to her.
*  *  *

Serena Mack—as she had been more than two years before—had been a very satisfactory mistress. Beautiful, passionate, experienced: She had had all the qualities the Marquess of Kenwood could possibly ask for in a woman. They had been together for several months, though they had never pretended to remain faithful to each other within that time. And they probably would have stayed together for as many more months if she had not made it progressively more clear to him that she had every intention of becoming his marchioness. She had been widowed for two years at that time.

She was as beautiful as ever. And as seductive. She rode beside him and talked exclusively to him while Diana fell back to ride beside Sir Frederick. And she made no secret of the fact that she was bored in the country, that she welcomed the sight of him and the chance of seeing more of him in the week ahead, and that she would not be at all averse to picking up their affair where they had left it off two years before.

And all this in the relatively short distance they had to ride to the house. Lord Kenwood rode at her side saying little, but merely appreciating her and laughing at her with his eyes.

"At Rotherham Hall I am surrounded by relatives," he said. "The countess is able to tell me the exact relationship of everyone to me. It is a restricting atmosphere, Serena. I fear I must behave myself."

"You behave yourself, darling?" she said, slanting him a look from beneath her lashes. "Can hell freeze over? Can the sun fall from the sky? Can the Marquess of Kenwood behave with decorum? Impossible!"

He chuckled.

And she certainly had not taken his mild protest seriously. While they were all sipping their tea in a downstairs parlor, whose French windows opened onto a terrace, she invited the marquess—no one else—to stroll with her in the garden. And she took his arm as soon as they were outside, before they were beyond the sight of the people gathered in the parlor.

''I have missed you, Jack,'' she said. ''I should never have broken our liaison. Why did that happen, anyway? Some flash of temper on my part, doubtless. You probably smiled at a dancing girl, and I was hurling glasses at your head. Was that it?"

"I can't remember," he said. "But certainly not that, Serena. Would I smile at a dancer when I had you to gaze at? No, more likely you smiled at a uniformed Guardsman and I was throwing glasses at your head."

She sighed. "We were foolish," she said. "We did fight a great deal, did we not?"

"I believe our relationship was rather, ah, volatile," he said. "But interesting, Serena. Undoubtedly interesting."

''I shall have Frederick ride over to Rotherham Hall with me tomorrow," she said. "Or perhaps just a groom. There are trees there, Jack, and greenhouses, and the castle."

He raised one eyebrow. "And cuckold the worthy Frederick?" he said. "Tut, tut, Serena."

''Ach.'' She made an airy gesture with one well-manicured hand. "We have an understanding. There will be no trouble, darling."

"Except," he said, his eyes laughing down at her, "that I live in dreadful fear of the Countess of Rotherham and her disapproval, my dear. And that of all my other relatives."

"Oh," she said, turning and crooning up at him, "you were ever a tease, darling. You afraid? I shall see you tomorrow."

He remembered as she brushed against him and set soft lips to his for the merest fraction of a second her generously curved body and the expertise with which she could use it to drive a man out of his mind with desire.

A pleasant enough memory. He had not known many women more seductive than Serena Mack.

He was amused half an hour later to find that although Diana Ingram did not openly object to his riding beside her again, she was stiff and prim and disapproving, as she had been during the first week of their acquaintance. She was indeed an enticing bundle of delight. There was going to be something decidedly dull about being back in London without the prospect of having her to tease throughout the day.

"You ate too many cream cakes, Diana?" he asked. "You look as if you have a pain."

She pursed her lips but would not look at him. "I did not eat even one," she said.

"Oh, come now," he said. "Not even the smallest one on the plate, Diana? Would you have me believe that you are able to resist temptation to all your appetites? I'll wager you ate one."

"How would you know?" she asked testily, looking across at him with flashing eyes. "You were not 
there to see."

He grinned. "Ah, yes," he said, lowering his voice, "I was, er, walking in the garden with the delectable Lady Huntingdon, slaking one of my appetites, Diana, and feeling no need at all of a cream cake."

"You need not boast so openly of your conquests," she said, transferring her gaze forward again. 
"They are nothing to be so very proud of, my lord."

"Ah, but I am proud," he said. "I have achieved a great accomplishment this morning, Diana."

"Making a fool out of her husband?" she said, looking angrily at him again. Her cheeks were a quite becoming shade of pink.

"No," he said, narrowing his eyes and looking quite deliberately at her lips. "Making you jealous, my dear."

"What?" She drew in a deep breath and held it, and Lord Kenwood's eyes slipped to her breasts. "Me jealous? Of you, my lord?" She laughed scornfully and quite theatrically. "What utter nonsense! Lady Huntingdon may have you and be welcome to you. I would say you deserve each other."

He laughed at her until her nostrils flared and she turned away from him. He suspected, by the rising color in her cheeks, that she had just realized how very easily she had fallen into his trap. Dear Diana!

"Diana and I are going to ride by the castle," he said, raising his voice so that the whole group would hear. "It is not far off our course, and she has been promising for days to show me the moat by daylight."

He had judged her right. She said nothing.

"The four of us will ride on to the Salmons', then," Lord Wendell said. "Be careful on those stone stairs, Diana, if you do any climbing."

"Yes," she said.

Lester gave the marquess an exaggerated and conspiratorial wink before following Nancy and the viscount and viscountess.
*  *  *

Allan Turner was clever, Lord Crensford was thinking rather grimly. But not clever enough. He might not be quite as intelligent as Clarence and Teddy—he had grown accustomed to being compared unfavorably with his two brothers—but he had not been born yesterday either. And he had lived in London for a number of years and had learned something of life.

They had made the two visits, to the Flemings first and then the Pierces. Miss Pierce and Simon had been about to leave for a walk into the village. He and Miss Wickenham would walk with them, Allan had suggested casually, and later walk back again to collect their horses.

That would not do, Lord Crensford had been quick enough to say. Mrs. Wickenham had specifically said that her daughter was to be back well before luncheon so that she could write a letter to her papa in time to catch the day's post. There would be no time for her to walk to the village and back. But Beatrice would doubtless be delighted to go while he himself rode home with Miss Wickenham.

Allan had frowned at him and had clearly lost interest in the walk, but what could he say? He had gone walking off with the Pierce brother and sister and Beatrice.

And so Lord Crensford found himself in the unlooked-for-position of being alone with Angela Wickenham. For he had not maneuvered to have her alone. He had no wish whatsoever to be alone with her. He merely felt it his duty to protect her from being alone with Allan. Or Michael, or Lester, or Jack.

"Why did you say that?" she asked as they began their ride home, alone. "About my writing to Papa, I mean. Mama merely suggested that I write if we were home in time. She would not mind if I were late."

"Parents are meant to be obeyed," he said with a frown.

"Nonsense," she said. "I am eighteen years old. And besides, Mama did not give a command. It is just that you did not want me to go with Mr. Turner. You don't like to see me enjoy myself."

"Enjoy yourself?" he said. "With Allan Turner? You are just a green girl. You don't seem to realize the danger you might be in while enjoying yourself, as you put it. Haven't you seen how the man has been drooling over you for the past two days? And some of the others too?"

"He has been attentive," she said. "As have Mr. Decker and Mr. Houndsleigh. I see nothing wrong in that. It is pleasant to be appreciated."

"Appreciated!" He looked at her in some disgust. "It was that dance that did it all. I should never have allowed it."

"Oh," she said crossly, "what was wrong with the dance? Everyone clapped most politely and commended me warmly. And who are you to allow or riot to allow anything I do? My tnama is here with me, and she does not say I should not dance or I should not go walking with certain gentlemen."

''Perhaps your mama does not know them as I do," Lord Crensford said.

"And yet," she said, "it seems that it is perfectly unexceptionable for me to ride alone with you."

"I am not like to say improper things to you," he said, "or to make improper advances."

"Oh, no," she said bitterly, "you are not, are you? I am just a child as far as you are concerned."

"If you were a child," he said scornfully, "you would not have to be protected from men like Allan Turner."

"Well, Mr. Turner has been very kind to me in the last couple of days," she said. "And I am eighteen years old and I enjoy his admiration. So there! I used to think you were very dashing and heroic, but I was mistaken. You are bad-tempered and stuffy. And I am going to gallop home."

She suited action to words, and soon Lord Crensford was swearing at empty air, not merely with exasperation, but with real fear. This was rabbit country. The little pests had their burrows everywhere. She would fall and break her neck for sure, and he would have her death on his conscience for the rest 
of his life.

By the time he caught up with her, they were almost across that particular field. But she would not, of course, take any notice of his shouted warnings or commands to stop. He had to reach across and grab her bridle and slow the horse to a walk.

"Are you trying to kill yourself?" he barked at her when both their horses had stopped. He still grasped her bridle. One of his knees was pressed against hers. "Don't you have a brain in your head?"

"You would not believe it if I said yes," she said. "Let go of my horse, please. I want to go home. To write my letter."

He was still glaring at her. "I want your promise first," he said, "that you will not deliberately try to kill yourself again."

"Let me go," she said again. "I don't like you anymore, my lord. I used to like you, but no more. And I would be obliged if you would stop following me about as you have been doing ever since I came here. You should have gone riding with Mrs. Ingram this morning, instead of with me. You are never cross with her." There were tears in her eyes as she swung her horse's head away and made for the gateway leading into the next field.

''What the deuce?" Lord Crensford was left frowning after her. He followed her a few moments later, but stayed somewhat behind her for the remainder of the ride home.
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"I did not say I wished to go to the castle with you!" Diana had stopped her horse and glared indignantly at the Marquess of Kenwood.

"True," he said, smiling at her, "but you did not say you did not wish to go (here with me either, Diana."

"And I have never suggested that I show it to you by daylight," she said.

"Are we going to stay in this one spot in the middle of nowhere indulging in a lovers' quarrel?" he asked. "Or are we going to move on to the castle and more picturesque surroundings?"

"A lovers' qu—? Well!" Diana was speechless.

Why, then, did she find herself a few minutes later trotting along meekly at his side in the direction of RotherhamCastle? Had she lost all her willpower? All her sense of independence? All her common sense? She had the uncomfortable feeling that the answer to all three questions was yes.

And a mere ten minutes had passed since he had bidden his ex-mistress good day, lifting her hand to his lips as he did so. And he had disappeared with her into the garden for as many more minutes while the rest of them sat sipping tea and making polite conversation. And now he talked of a lovers' quarrel. Was he mad? Was she?

' 'We will tether our horses here,'' he said, when they were close to the castle. He lifted her to the ground, his lips forming a whistle though he made no sound. "You must show me the courtyard today, Diana. I have not seen it, you will remember, since the countess thought it would be far more romantic for me to see the moonlit moat in your presence. She was undoubtedly right, too. Had Ernie not decided to play zealous sentry, it might have been a very romantic moment indeed."

"You would have had a stinging cheek to remember it by," she said coolly.

"Ah, but I believe we disproved that theory later in the music room," he said.

They strolled toward the causeway, and he took her hand, lacing his fingers with hers.

"I am quite capable of moving of my own volition, I thank you," Diana said, staring straight ahead.

He looked down at her in feigned astonishment. "I am quite sure you are," he said. "I would have swung you up into my arms if I had thought you were not." He retained his hold of her hand.

But this was ridiculous. Her mood of earlier that morning and of the last two days was ridiculous. The man was a rake. He was out for only one thing. And it did not particularly matter to him which female would grant him what he wished.

What was she doing here all alone with him? It would be highly improper even if he were a perfect gentleman. But then, of course, if he were a perfect gentleman, they would not be here in the first place.

"Ah, quite ruined," he said when they stood on the grass of the courtyard. "It is amazing, is it not, that the outer walls are so well preserved when the inner ones have been obliterated. One can only imagine what it must have been like."

They gazed about them at the outlines of rooms and keeps, but only the very lowest stones of the walls remained in place.

"Hundreds of people lived here once,'' she said.' 'It must have rung with sounds and bustle."

''Including your handsome knight galloping up to the drawbridge," he said.

"Yes." She felt a wave of nostalgia, almost as if she had lived in those times.

"And including the knight who slunk around to the back during the evenings to cuddle his lady."

"Oh," she said crossly, looking to find, as she had fully expected, that he was grinning at her, "must you spoil everything?"

They strolled, still hand in hand, around the perimeter of the courtyard.

"If Ernie's word is to be trusted," he said, "and it usually is on such matters, the staircases are not safe."

"No," she said. "The stone is crumbling. Though Teddy did take me up once."

"Did he?" he said, stepping inside one of the great round bastions and peering up the stairwell.

The stone steps spiraled upward around a massive central pillar. Lord Kenwood set a hand on it. Diana shivered.

"It is cold inside here, is it not?" he said, turning to set his back against the pillar. "Do you need warming, Diana?"

It was inevitable, of course. She knew herself to be naive and inexperienced, but she was not that naive. It had been very clear as soon as he had mentioned the castle that it was not his interest in medieval architecture that took him there. She had known all along that she was being brought for just this reason.

And she had come anyway.

He did not use force. She might have pulled away from him. And though he would have teased and cajoled, he would not have forced her. No, she could not blame him. She knew that even as she went into his arms and lifted her own over his shoulders and about his neck.

It was a hot embrace, hotter than any other she had experienced except on one certain night. But this was no fantasy. She did not think for one moment that it was. With her mind quite clear and her eyes wide open—the eyes of the mind, that was; her physical eyes were closed—she allowed his hands to roam her body and his mouth and tongue to caress her own and the rest of her face and neck and throat.

She had no excuse. None. She felt the muscles of his shoulders with her own hands, and his face, and the slight roughness of his jaw. And she twined her fingers in his dark hair.

"Diana," he was murmuring against her throat, against her ear, against her mouth. "So beautiful. So sweet. So very sweet, love. Diana. Diana."

He wanted her. He did not say so, but the evidence was there for her, and it was indisputable. He wanted her. And she wanted him, with an ache that drugged her mind again. It had been so long. So very long. And it had never been exciting. Never anything but briefly and mildly pleasurable. But she ached to be possessed again, to feel her femininity affirmed again. And with him. With him it would be good. Very good.

Her forehead was pressed to his cravat. She could feel him drawing deep breaths and having some difficulty letting them out again. She lifted her head from him and looked into his face. His head was thrown back against the pillar, his eyes tightly closed, his teeth clamped onto his lower lip.

But he felt her eyes on him and looked down. His eyes were mocking, and he raised one eyebrow. "Diana, Diana," he said, "must you always tease me witless when circumstances are not at all ideal? A music room that might be invaded at any moment, a forest with a hard and uneven floor, a cold stone tower. You could not possibly be available when there is a soft feather bed at our elbow, I suppose?"

She could think of not a single thing to say. There was soft grass just beyond the doorway, and warm sunshine. And solitude. And he must have felt her desire. And her surrender. He might have made her his.

Oh, gracious heaven, she would have become a number on the Marquess of Kenwood's list. She would indeed. Willingly, without even a token fight.

"No," she said, "I am not available. Not to you."

One corner of his mouth lifted, and he lowered his head to set his forehead against hers briefly. "Liar, Diana," he said. "What a brazen liar you are."

He kept one arm about her shoulders and led her out into the courtyard. The sun seemed suddenly very bright and very warm.

"If you feel as I do," he said, "you need to do some recovering before riding back to Rotherham Hall. Let's sit down and soak up the warmth of the sun, shall we?"

She stiffened. "That sounds like the beginning of seduction to me," she said. "I think I would prefer to ride."

"Diana," he said, his voice amused, "I think that moment has passed, don't you? Let us just sit and talk for a while. I want to know more about you."

"What?" she asked cautiously, sitting down on the grass beside him nevertheless and arranging her skirt decorously about her. She leaned back on his arm, which he had stretched out to cushion her against the hard stone wall against which he leaned.

"Why do you not have children?" he asked.

"I don't know." She looked down at her hands. "I think perhaps it was . . . Teddy was very sick as a child, and he was never robust. I don't know. Perhaps it was me. We never talked about it." And how strange to be talking about it now with the Marquess of Kenwood.

"Did you wish to have children?" he asked.

"Yes. Always." She turned her hands over to examine the backs of them. "They would have livened up the parsonage. I used to cry about it—sometimes. I always feel so very envious when I see a woman with a newborn baby. I can never understand how so many women leave their children shut up in a nursery while they carry on with their own lives as if they had never had mem."

"You are still very young," he said. "I will hope for your sake that the fault was in Teddy and not in you."

She laughed rather self-consciously. "I have never talked about this with anyone before," she said.

He hunched his shoulder so that her head slipped against it. "People so rarely talk about anything that matters," he said. "We fill silences and so often live with a deeper silence and a greater loneliness."

She was too close to him to look up into his face. But she was startled into silence. He sounded very serious. There was no trace of the usual teasing mockery.

"My father was a philanderer," he said. "All his adult life, it seems, until his death. I am like him, Diana. I come by my way of life honestly. I was only sixteen years old when he died, still too young to understand what drove him or to know if he had any redeeming depths to his character. Perhaps he did. I only knew that he hurt my mother almost daily. She used to come to the nursery or to the schoolroom when she was most upset. I suppose it comforted her to be close to her children."

Diana sat as if frozen. She felt him swallow awkwardly. "She did not realize how it affected us. My sisters are suspicious of men. They do not expect happiness from any relationship. I have learned a wiser lesson. I have learned never to get close to any woman. Never close enough to destroy her."

"It is not a wise lesson," she said.

He chuckled, but there was no amusement in the sound. "You shared a very private feeling with me," he said. "I have merely returned the compliment, Diana. Let's forget it now and enjoy the sunshine."

They sat quietly side by side for perhaps five minutes, her head resting in the hollow between his neck and shoulder, his arm about her shoulders.

"So, Diana Ingram," he said at last, looking down at her face. His voice sounded more normal again. "We have a little more than a week left at Rotherham Hall. What is going to happen between you and me in that time? Are we going to do what we both want to do?"

She looked back into his blue eyes, only inches from her own. "No," she said.

"Why not?" He looked down at her lips.

"Because it's not enough," she said. "You would merely be proving your power over yet another woman—or your own worthlessness to yourself, perhaps. I would merely be satisfying a physical craving. It's not enough. There has to be something else. And there is nothing else between you and me."

He gazed back into her eyes, his own without their customary mockery again. "Isn't there?" he said before kissing her softly and lingeringly on the lips.

He looked quite his old self when he lifted his head again. "Well, Mrs. Ingram," he said, getting to his feet and reaching down a hand to her, "I think this has been a satisfactory morning, don't you? The countess will be ecstatic when she knows we left the group to come here. She will imagine that we have kissed and cuddled, and she will not be wrong. And Ernie and Lester and a few of the others will be convinced that our embrace was not nearly as chaste as the countess imagines, and they will be right too. My reputation will be intact."

"And that is the most important thing to you, is it not?" she said.

"But of course." He smiled down at her. "It has been hard-won. Such a reputation does not come overnight, you know—if you will pardon my choice of words. But we must be on our way. Luncheon awaits us. And a certain upstairs chambermaid awaits me perhaps. And did you know that Serena is to ride over tomorrow? With or without her husband? I begin to like life in the country more and more.''

He raised his eyebrow, and his eyes laughed at her. Diana turned away in order to resist the temptation to slap him. There had been such amity between them—tenderness almost —just a few minutes before. And now, even before she could remind herself of what he was, he was doing it for her.

"I have the feeling," he said as they came up to their horses, "that I would be inviting a painful smack if I were to take you by the waist to lift you into the saddle, Diana. Though it is a very enticing waist, I would have you know. Set your boot on my hands, then, and I will toss you up."

He grinned at her when she was in the sidesaddle and arranging her skirt about her.

"Of course," he said, "your ankles are also very enticing, Diana. As I remembered from a previous occasion."

She took up the reins in some annoyance and gave her horse the signal to start even before the marquess had mounted his own horse. She had never in her life known anyone so very deliberately exasperating. Did he want her to hate him? He was doing very well if that were his aim. She could be his friend. She had felt very much his friend as they had sat and talked in the courtyard. But he did not want her as a friend. Of course. He wanted her as a temporary mistress.

"You're quite adorable when you're angry, Diana," the Marquess of Kenwood said in his bedroom voice from close beside her.
*  *  *

The next time Lord Kenwood showed the upstairs maid from his room, it was Bridget he encountered, not Diana. It was the morning after the visit to the castle, and he was in rather a hurry to change his coat and disappear from the house before Serena Huntingdon arrived. He had already taken the stairs two at a time from the breakfast parlor.

The maid was making up his bed. Carter, of course, was nowhere in sight, having already turned his master out for the morning an hour before.

"Good morning, my sweet," he said absently and disappeared into his dressing room. For some reason it seemed very important to him to get himself outside and possibly down by the river among the trees before any visitors put in an appearance.

"Did your lordship call?" the girl asked a minute later from the doorway.

The marquess looked at her reflection in the mirror and wondered if the girl had an original thought in her head. Probably not.

"I did not," he said, "but I seem to be having much the same problem as on another occasion. You may hold my coat for me if you wish."

She did so and again seemed to find it necessary afterward to circle around in front of him and pat his lapels into place.

"However would I have managed without you?" he said, cupping her chin with one hand and smiling down at her. The girl blushed and lowered her lashes. "Now, are you as ready to leave here as I am? I am in the devil of a hurry, more's the pity."

"Your room is all tidy, your lordship," she said, bobbing a curtsy and preceding him to the door.

He reached around her to open it and prepared to follow her out into the corridor. But she turned back to him.

"If there is anything else you want, your, lordship," she said, peering up at him through her lashes, "you have only to ring. At any time."

"I think you have given me good enough service for this morning, my sweet," he said, leaning down by pure reflex to kiss her on the lips. He felt almost as if someone had laid a cold palm against his neck. He had promised himself that he would not do that again in so public a place. It would be just his ill fortune if Diana were coming down the corridor.

She was not, he saw in one surreptitious glance ahead and over his shoulder. But her maid had just come out of her room and stood with one hand still on the doorknob, blushing scarlet.

Devil take it, would he never learn?

"Bridget," he said, smiling his most charming smile and sauntering toward her, "I haven't seen you in an age. Have you been in any carriages on any muddy roads lately?"

She was flustered and red, and looked as if she would have liked the floor to open up and swallow her. "We haven't had any rain, your lordship," she said. "And I haven't been in no carriages on account of my lady staying here."

And what the devil was he doing? the marquess wondered, standing before her, his hands clasped behind his back, a smile plastered on his face, not knowing what he was going to say next. Had he really approached her with the idea of protesting his innocence, of assuring her that there had been nothing in that kiss, that the maid had merely helped him on with his coat?

Had he quite taken leave of his senses? Had he been about to try to justify himself to a mere maid?

He bowed. "I will not keep you, my dear," he said. "Unlike us mortals who have nothing to do all day long but pursue frivolity, I am sure you have a hundred and one tasks to perform."

"Y-yes, your lordship," Bridget said. "I do have to be busy, for sure."

And when he had almost extricated himself from that delightful encounter, Lord Kenwood found, it was only to discover that Ernie was striding down the hallway, frowning in a manner that had become habitual with him since their arrival at Rotherham Hall.

"How is the world treating you, Ernie, my boy?" he asked, clapping a hand on the other's shoulder. "I have been missing you in the last few days. I was becoming used to finding you just to the rear of my right or left shoulder. You are in love?"

"In love?" Lord Crensford waited until Bridget had disappeared from view and turned indignantly to his relative. "Is it not enough that you pursue the mistress, Jack? Must you seduce the servant too?"

"Bridget?" the Marquess of Kenwood said with a sigh. "She wouldn't have me, Ernie. I might as well save my efforts. There is a certain sort of buxom, wholesome English country lass who is quite immune to all the jaded seductions of the upper classes. Bridget is one of them. I should probably find a hatchet buried in my skull if I persisted. Or rather, someone else would probably find a hatchet buried in my 
skull. You did not answer my question. Are you in love?"

"With whom?" Lord Crensford asked scornfully.

Lord Kenwood raised his eyes skyward. "Why, with the delectable little dancer," he said. "Never tell me you don't have an eye for her, Ernie. She certainly has an eye and a half for you."

"Do you speak of Miss Wickenham?" Lord Crensford asked. "Are you out of your mind, Jack? In love with that hoyden? The girl has no behavior at all."

"Oh, she has behavior all right," the marquess said, steering his relative along to the head of the staircase. "But, I take it, it is behavior that you object to, Ernie. You were too busy playing your violin to observe the dance?"

"I was not," Lord Crensford said. "And that is precisely what I mean. No young lady of any sensibility would dream of dancing like that in company."

Lord Kenwood raised both eyebrows. "I thought it rather splendid,'' he said. ' 'I begin to hope the poor girl does escape your clutches, Ernie. You would probably keep her chained to your wrist if you married her."

"Married her!" Lord Crensford said with a shudder. "But listen, Jack, this isn't why I wanted to talk with you. I want to know what is happening with Diana."

"Why don't you ask her?" the marquess said, glancing to the front doors as they reached the foot of the stairs.

"You know what I mean," Lord Crensford said. "She told me I need not protect her any longer. But she doesn't know you, Jack, and she certainly does not know why you are here. You haven't won that wager, have you? I swear I'll kill you if you have."

"Under the circumstances," the marquess said, "I think I would be wise to say merely that I have no comment."

"Does that mean yes?" Lord Crensford's hands had formed into fists at his sides.

"It means that I have no comment," the marquess said.

"I know you did not come back with Clarence and the others yesterday morning," Lord Crensford said. "I know that you lured Diana off to the castle with you. What happened there, Jack?"

Lord Kenwood smiled at him. "What do you think happened, Ernie?" he asked. "There are certain occasions in life when the imagination is far more interesting than real fact. What do you think happened?"

"I think she probably slapped your face and told you to take yourself off," Lord Crensford said.

"Well then." The marquess continued to smile. "You did not need to ask, did you?"

"But did she?"

"What do you think?" The marquess raised his eyebrows.

"Jack, I am warning you ..."

But Lord Crensford's threat was interrupted by a knock on the outer door. The marquess closed his eyes briefly and watched as a footman opened the door to admit Lady Huntingdon, who was looking particularly lovely in a royal blue riding habit, different from the one she had worn the day before.

"My lord," she said in her low voice, walking toward Lord Crensford with one elegant hand extended. "I came to assure your mama that Frederick and I will indeed attend her dinner and ball two days hence. I am afraid my husband was unable to accompany me."

Lord Crensford bowed over her hand.

"And Jack." She extended both hands to him and looked at him through half-closed eyelids. "You shall take me outside walking after I have paid my respects to the countess. I am sure she and the other members of the family are far too busy preparing for the ball to spend more than a few minutes with visitors."

The Marquess of Kenwood lifted her hands one at a time to his lips and smiled down at her. "Serena," he said. "I was quite unable to swallow a bite at breakfast this morning knowing that you were coming here."

"I don't believe you for a moment," she said, patting his waistcoat with one hand and turning back to Lord Crensford.

The marquess found himself strolling with her through the greenhouses half an hour later. She hung on his arm and made no pretense whatsoever of examining the plants.

"How dull life is in the country, darling," she said. "Do you not find it so?"

He considered. "No, as a matter of fact,'' he said.' 'I find fresh air quite invigorating."

"Oh, nonsense," she said, tapping him sharply on the hand. "You know you do not care a fig for fresh air."

"I don't, then," he said agreeably.

"We could distract each other for a week," she said into his ear.

"So we could," he said, "if we felt so inclined."

She drew him to a halt and looked consideringly up at him. "What is it?" she asked. "You were never slow to accept an invitation, Jack."

"Was I not?" he said. "Let me see. What is it? You are married, my dear. That must be it."

"Darling!" she said, and laughed. "That has never deterred you before."

"Has it not?" he said. "Hm. Perhaps it is the rather disconcerting presence of this large family around me."

"And you don't care a fig for family," she said.

"Oh, there you are wrong, Serena," he said, and touched a finger to the end of her nose. "Very wrong. One frown from the countess and I would take a year to recover from the dismals."

"It always was well nigh impossible to get any sense out of you, Jack," she said. "Have you ever said anything to anyone that you really meant?"

His eyes widened mockingly. "But of course," he said. "Would a gentleman tell lies, Serena?"

"You exasperating man!" she said, removing her arm from his and placing her hands on his shoulders. "But you always were irresistible, Jack. I did not even realize until I saw you yesterday how much I have missed you. Kiss me."

He kissed her.

"Jack!" she said, pulling back her head eventually. "I asked you to kiss me, not to rest your lips against mine."

He grinned at her. "It has been over for two years, my dear," he said. "I very rarely go backward in time."

"What?" she said, her hands still on his shoulders. "Rejection? It is not very often that I suffer rejection, darling. There is someone else, is there, to brighten these weeks for you? I might have guessed it. Mrs. Ingram, I suppose. Though she is said to be very proper, Jack. She was a parson's wife. Not your type at all. And I never knew you to reject one woman merely because you already had another in tow."

"Ah," he said, his eyes laughing down into hers, "but I am growing older, Serena. I have passed my thirtieth birthday since we last met. The accumulation of thirty years and more can do dreadful things to a man's energies, you know."

"Obviously," she said, removing her hands and straightening up. "Next you will be telling me that you plan to marry, darling. And set up your nursery."

''Hardly,'' he said. "I think you know my feelings on those topics."

"Well," she said, turning to finger a velvety leaf of the plant at her side, "this has been an interesting visit. And to think of all the agonies of conscience I have suffered since yesterday morning at the prospect of being unfaithful to poor Frederick."

"You, Serena?" The marquess laughed outright. "With a conscience? Times certainly must have changed." . She shrugged and turned to the door. "You may take me to the stables," she said. "It is time I returned home. But you must dance with me at the ball, Jack. Twice. You always were divine to dance with."

"Twice it is," he said. "I shall pine and languish until the time comes."

"I shall not," she said. "You must not think that you would have been anything more than a temporary diversion, Jack."

''With you, Serena,'' he said,' 'I would not have dreamed of thinking any such thing."
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Diana had not been strictly honest with Bridget. She had come home from her ride to the castle with the Marquess of Kenwood her mind and her emotions in a turmoil. And because guilt was the predominant emotion, she had lashed out at the marquess, not to his face, but to her maid, who had come to her room to help her change for luncheon.

It was not entirely Bridget's fault, then, that the following day, when she arrived for the same purpose, she was the bringer of unwelcome tidings.

"Oooh, mum," she said, "I shall be glad to see the back of that man, I shall. Thinks he should be treated like a lord in the kitchen, he does, just because he's servant to the most fashionable gentleman in London—his words, mum, not mine. I could tell him a thing or two, I could. I could tell him that my mistress is the prettiest lady in all of England. But it isn't worth tangling with the likes of him, it isn't."

"You are quite right, Bridget," Diana said soothingly, stepping free of her riding skirt and undoing the buttons of her blouse. "Sometimes there is more dignity in saying nothing than in arguing with someone who is unable to mink reasonably."

"Anyway," Bridget said, "he don't have an enviable job, mum. Who would want to be man to his lordship?"

Silence greeted this opinion as the silk blouse slid down Diana's arms and into her maid's hands. But silence rarely deterred Bridget. She was always ready to fill it.

"Shocking goings-on, mum," she continued, "though I should keep my mouth shut and not say nothing, him being my betters and all."

"Has Lord Kenwood done something to upset you?" Diana asked, turning her back on Bridget so that the maid could button the muslin dress she had put on.

"He tried to sweet-talk me this morning, mum," Bridget said indignantly. "He stood outside this very room, he did, bowing and smiling and asking me how I did just as if I was any lady. I didn't know where to put myself mum, I was that flustered. But I wasn't having none of it neither. I'm not as foolish as that Betsy."

"Betsy?"

"One of the upstairs maids, mum," Bridget said. "Always in his room she is. And kissing him outside his door this very morning, the brazen hussy. I would die a thousand deaths, mum, before I would behave like that."

"I suppose that is her business," Diana said primly. "And his lordship's."

"Yes, mum." But Bridget had worked herself into an irrepressible state of indignation. "And then that lady right after he kissed the maid and sweet-talked me. It's none of my business; you are quite right mum. But her a married lady and all."

"Lady Huntingdon was here this morning?" Diana's tone was quite casual. She was thumbing through a book while Bridget hung up her riding clothes.

"And they went into the greenhouse together," Bridget said. "Just the two of them. And she was clinging to him, Dick said—him being an undergroom, mum—as if she could barely wait until they was inside with the door closed on them."

"Dick had no business saying any such thing," Diana said, putting the book down. "I am surprised someone did not reprimand him for doing so."

"Mrs. Carling did, mum," Bridget admitted. "But still and all, it goes to prove that you was quite right about him. He is not a proper gentleman."

"Well," Diana said briskly, "we will be away from here in a little more than a week, Bridget, and we need never see him again."

"Though he is a very handsome gent," Bridget said. "And he do have a lovely smile."

*  *  *

The Earl and Countess of Rotherham were resting in the countess's sitting room later that day after another game of croquet on the lower lawn in which they and all their guests had participated.

"You are not overtaxing your energy, dear heart?" the earl asked in some concern as his wife sank down beside him with a sigh and lifted her feet to wiggle her toes in her slippers.

She looked at him and smiled. "Absolutely not," she said. "You know that having our family about us is the breath of life to me, dearest. It has been a happy time, and of course the best day is still to come. The weather has been kind, has it not?"

He stretched one arm along the back of the love seat and massaged her neck gently. "You should rest more," he said. "I hate to say it, dear heart, and to me you will always be the girl who captivated my heart, but neither of us is growing any younger, you know."

"And I would have it no other way," she said, patting his knee. "If I could take one minute away from my life, dearest, I would not do it, for I would not know which happy minute to give up. I was just hoping—it would have made the evening of your birthday even more perfect than perfect, you see—that there would be at least one announcement to make at the ball."

He chuckled. "I suppose if young people are too foolish to be persuaded of the advantages of matrimony," he said, "they must be left to their misery."

"Now with Russell and Barbara it is understandable," she said. "I am not at all worried about those two. They are both very young. And I would not expect that they would have anything more than a private understanding until at least after he has finished university. But Ernest and Angela, dearest. And dear Diana and Jack."

"I must confess—" the earl stroked the back of her neck with light fingertips— "that I have always thought there would be long odds on both of those matches,"

"Nonsense," she said. "Angela is perfect for Ernest, and Jack for Diana. But Angela and Ernest seem to have quarrelled quite nastily. She would not walk down to the lawn with him this afternoon, dearest, though I suggested very subtly that she do so. And he has developed that nasty habit, of scowling he used to have as a boy when things were not going his way. And Diana is avoiding Jack."

"I think perhaps he is too much for our Diana," the earl said. "She is too gentle and too proper to tame someone like Jack."

"I would not be so sure of that," the countess said. "I think he is pursuing her quite hard, dearest. And that is promising. Men like Jack usually do not waste much time in pursuit when there are so many females just waiting to be caught. And he walked with Lady Huntingdon for only fifteen minutes this morning, and we both know what she is like, though it is uncharitable of me to hint at such a thing."

"Well," the earl said, "he still has more than a week left in which to catch our little Diana. It is unlike you to give up hope, dear heart."

"Oh," she said, turning astonished eyes to him, "I have not given up hope. What a strange notion. It is just that both couples need a helping hand. It will have to be mine. I shall think of something, you may depend upon it. I shall bring them all to their senses, though they will not know, of course, that I am the one who is doing it. Oh, dearest, they are going to be so happy, all four of them. Perhaps as happy as we have been." She laid her head back against his arm.

"Have been?" he said. "Are we not still, dear heart? And will we not be in the future?"

"Oh, foolish!" she said. "You always were a foolish man. Taking my words so literally, indeed."


*  *  *

Carter brushed unnecessarily at the back of his master's evening coat. But of course, he was far too skilled at his job to have left even the smallest wrinkle in the shirt beneath it. He stood back to gaze in sour satisfaction at his handiwork. Though of course, the superior cut of the pale blue brocaded coat and paler pantaloons and the splendor of the silver waistcoat were more to the credit of Lord Kenwood's tailor than to that of his valet. And the good taste of the clothes was to the credit of the marquess himself.

But the snowy white neckcloth with its splendid and perfectly folded design was all the valet's. And Carter's skill with a neckcloth was one of his greatest redeeming features, the marquess thought, looking critically at his image in a full-length glass and arranging the lace of his cuffs in neat folds over his hands.

There was a large and lavish dinner to attend, at which forty-six guests were expected to sit down. And a ball afterward, to which several more guests had been invited. The house had been humming with preparations all day.

An excessively hot day. And possibly the last one they would have for a while. There seemed to be every possibility that there would be a storm during the night. And once rain broke into a spell of pleasant weather in England, one could usually kiss the sun and the blue sky and the warmth goodbye for a long time to come.

He had played billiards with Lester and Michael and Thomas Peabody. He had ridden with Clarence and Sir Joshua. He had strolled the back lawns with Russell and Barbara and Beatrice. He had prowled the greenhouses alone. And had sat with a book in the library, alone.

And he had been telling himself all day that tomorrow he would be able to leave. Or certainly the day after. His leaving early would no longer be considered a slight once the earl's birthday was in the past.

He would go back to London and pay Rittsman his five hundred guineas, and forget about the whole thing. Set it behind him and get his life back to normal.

"Yes, you may leave,'' he told Carter, waving a dismissive hand. "You can tidy up later when I am at dinner. I wish to be left alone now."

The valet looked at the mess around him with a deliberately pained expression, bowed stiffly, and withdrew.

He would go back to London and find Sally and spend as many days and nights in her perfumed rooms as he needed to spend there in order to get his life back to normal. As many days and nights as it would take him to get Diana Ingram out of his system.

He could still feel claws of something—panic almost— grab at his stomach when he recalled what he had told her at RotherhamCastle. He had never told anyone about his father or about how his mother had quite unwittingly fostered feelings of insecurity in her children. Frances crying with him over her stillborn daughter, afraid of showing such weakness before her husband for fear he would sneer at her and turn to other women—even when it was perfectly clear to an impartial observer that Jeremy doted on her. Hester forever falling in love with rogues in the unconscious conviction that she was not worthy of a better man.

And himself. Convinced that he was his father's son and was incapable of behaving differently from his father even if he wished to do so. Giving himself up to the inevitability of that life, while at the same time protecting some unknown woman who might have been his wife from the agonies of humiliation and rejection his mother had suffered.

He had never even put words to these deepest feelings in his own mind. He had never thought out the causes of his sisters' problems, or of his own. He had never thought of himself as having problems. He was happy. He was living the perfect life. He was the envy of a large number of the men of his own class. And much sought-after by women.

He had never told anyone else. Or even himself. Yet he had told Diana Ingram.

What made her so different from any other woman? She was not different. She was beautiful. She was desirable. She was attracted to him. She responded to his particular brand of teasing and flirtation. He could possess her, enjoy her, and put her safely to rest in his past. She was no different.

He could have had her there at the castle. He had wanted her badly enough. For the space of a few minutes he had totally lost touch with reality and his usual carefully plotted seduction. He would not try too hard to recall the words he might have said to her during those minutes. He might be embarrassed by the memories.

And she had wanted him as badly. He had known from instinct and experience the exact moment when desire and temptation had given way to surrender. He could have led her out into the sunshine and laid her down on the grass and had his fill of her. He could have worked her out of his system right there and then. And won his wager into the bargain.

That damned wager! It had seemed distasteful to him as soon as he had sobered up after agreeing to it. Why did it now seem sordid and dishonorable in the extreme?

Was that why he had fought the unnecessary battle to control his desire and made the lamest of excuses not to take their lovemaking to its natural conclusion? Was it the wager? The fact that he had sworn to bed her for money and for the satisfaction of being able to gloat to a few dozen gentlemen acquaintances?

Diana! She was a person. She was just recovering from an ordeal that no young person should be asked to face. She had hopes and dreams for her future. She wanted to marry again. She wanted to marry a man who could make the universe explode for her. She wanted to have children.

Teddy had been unable to give her children. She had cried for them. She ached with envy when she saw other women with their babies. He knew how all-important giving birth was to women. Frances had never looked so happy as when she had taken him to her nursery to show him his nephew.

Diana wanted a child.

And he was to bed her for five hundred guineas and for a well-deserved reputation as England's greatest libertine. Well deserved indeed!

He could not do it. It was as simple as that. He had known it there at the castle as he held her in his arms, his head bent back against the stone pillar, his body aching and aching for her.

He could not do it. She had done nothing to deserve him and the kind of destruction he could bring into her life.

And so he had spent two days avoiding her. He teased her lightly whenever he could not do so, but he succeeded in not being alone with her at all. It was not difficult to do. She was avoiding him too. He suspected that she was shaken by her surrender at the castle. She would not be pleased with herself. She knew what he was, though she only thought she knew—she did not know the half of it. And yet she had surrendered. She would, of course, avoid him for the rest of their stay at Rotherham Hall.

The Marquess of Kenwood shook his head, realized that he had been staring for several minutes at his shoes in the mirror, and turned to leave his dressing room. It was time to go and enjoy himself.
*  *  *

Diana was enjoying herself, as she had been doing all day. She had spent an hour of the morning alone with the earl and countess, Clarence, Claudia, Ernest, and the children. It was wonderful to have a houseful of family members, the countess declared, but at least a small part of dear Rotherham's birthday must be reserved for just the immediate family.

It had felt good to be considered part of that immediate family still, even though Teddy had been gone for more man a year. She had sat beside her father-in-law for a while, her hand in his, and had hidden her face against his shoulder when Clarence had commented on how strange it still seemed not to have Teddy with them. The countess had dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief and blown her nose and 
said how blessed they were to have had him for so long, and how happy they must be that he had made dear Diana a part of their family circle too.

"And you always will be, dearest," she had said, crossing the room to kiss Diana on the cheek, ''even after you marry again, as you must do soon. And when you do, then your husband will become part of our family too, just like another son."

Diana rested her cheek against the earl's broad shoulder. But it had been a happy sort of sadness, she thought, frowning over the paradox.

And the rest of the day had been happy. She had helped the countess and Claudia and Lady Knowles with the flower arrangements in the dining room and ballroom. And she had washed her hair and generally lazed in the heat of her room until it was time to dress for dinner. She had been led in to dinner by Mr. Fleming, who had grown up with Teddy and been his close friend. He was a cheerful and talkative companion.

And when the ball began, she promised so many dances to so many different gentlemen that she wished she had a card at her wrist, just as if she were at a formal London ball, so that she would not forget.

It had been a happy day, and would be a happy evening. She had scarcely seen the Marquess of Kenwood all day, and had not exchanged a word with him. He had made no move to sit beside her at dinner. And he had not been among the group of gentlemen who had solicited her hand for a dance as soon as they entered the ballroom.

He must have decided to leave her alone. He must have decided that she had meant it when she had said they would never come together. He had turned his mind elsewhere. He had led Lady Huntingdon in to dinner, and danced the opening set with her. And a very beautiful couple they made too.

She was happy about the situation. She had recovered completely from her madness of a few days before, when she had started to like him, to enjoy his company, even perhaps to fall a little bit in love with him. And it certainly had been madness, when she considered what had almost happened at the castle. And when she recalled what she had known of him before that and what she had learned since.

There had, of course, been that rather disturbing conversation they had had in the courtyard. But she kept her mind closed to it. It did not fit into anything else she knew or had heard about the Marquess of Kenwood. It was best not to think of it.

And she must not recall that she had talked freely to him about her childless state, about her longing to have a child of her own. However had she come to confide such thoughts to him? She had never spoken about the matter with Teddy, even when month after month for the first two years she had shed tears in private. And she had only spoken of it once with her mother, at the end of the first year.

Why had she not flushed with mortification when the marquess had asked her right out why she had no children? Why had she not told him it was none of his concern?

But she would not think of it. She smiled at her father-in-law, with whom she was dancing a gavotte.

"All the ladies want to dance with you, Papa," she said. "I hope you will not collapse with exhaustion."

"Never!" he said. "I have not been this sought-after since I was a young sprig of a bachelor, Diana, and all the mamas knew that I would be an earl one day. Ah, those were the days."

"I would not let Mama hear you say that if I were you," she said.

"I only meant, my dear," he said, "that I would have all the pleasure of meeting her and courting her again. A little slip of a thing she was in those days. I could have spanned her waist with my two hands."

"And I daresay you did, too, on more than one occasion," she said with a laugh.

She was not really looking forward to the next set. She was to dance it with Mr. Peabody. She had not spoken much with him since the afternoon of the picnic. She guessed that he looked back on their encounter with some embarrassment. She had been somewhat surprised when he asked her for a set of dances. She hoped that he was not about to renew his addresses.

''You must come and sit beside me until your next partner comes to claim you," the earl said when the music drew to a close. "I must catch my breath, Diana. I see that my dear countess is leading Jack this way."

Diana looked up in some dismay. She had noticed that the two of them were dancing the previous set. She schooled her features into the coolness she had perfected during her Season in London.

"How perfectly splendid the music is," the countess said, her arm firmly holding Lord Kenwood's. 
"I feel quite like a girl again, dearest."

"And look like one too," the earl said.

"Diana, my dear girl!" The countess smiled dazzlingly at her. "Don't you think it quite heavenly? I absolutely forbid you to sit out for even one dance. I hope you have no such plans. Or you, Jack. I would consider it a personal insult."

The Marquess of Kenwood bowed and smiled. "I would not dream of disobeying you, ma'am." he said, "even if I had any intention of missing any of the dancing."

She patted his arm with one heavily ringed hand and looked at her husband. "I believe the next set is ours, dearest," she said. ' 'We will be forced to abandon the two of you, I'm afraid. But mind, you are not to sit it out, either of you.''

"Would you care to dance, Diana?"

"I have promised this set to Mr. Peabody."

The marquess and Diana spoke simultaneously.

"Ah," Lord Kenwood said, with that gleam in his eye that always made Diana feel indignant—except when she had started to like it for a few mad days. "Perhaps the next set?"

"It is promised to Ernest," she said.

"Hm." He looked at her assessingly, a definite curl to his lip as the earl led his wife away. "And if I keep on going, will there be a partner for each dance, Diana? If so, do tell me now. I shall feel remarkably foolish repeating the words 'Perhaps the next?' a dozen times."

"The set after is free," she said, looking coolly about her.

"It is rather pointless trying to look like an ice maiden in present company, don't you think, Diana?" the marquess asked. He sounded amused, she was irritated to hear. "One is reminded of the man who shut the proverbial stable doors after the horse had fled."

He was toying with the handle of his quizzing glass. If he dared raise it ... If he just dared!

He raised it to his eye.

"Ah," he said, "I see the smallest indication of anger now that you are magnified threefold. That is better, I see your swain is on the way to claim your hand. Is there to be an announcement later? Mrs. Diana Peabody. Not quite as distinguished as Mrs. Diana Ingram, perhaps, but not disastrous."

Diana gave him as cold and as dignified a look as she was capable of before turning to smile at Mr. Peabody.
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During dinner and the first few sets of the ball, no guest was merrier than Angela Wickenham. Almost all the young gentlemen guests at Rotherham Hall were attentive, and so were Mr. Simon Pierce and other young men of the neighborhood. It was all a dream come true, considering the fact that she was only just eighteen and had not yet tasted any other adult entertainments.

She did not want to dance with Lord Crensford. She hated him. He was stuffy and bad-tempered, and he had never made any secret of his dislike and contempt for her. The farther she was from him, the happier she would be.

And he was really not so very handsome after all. In fact, he was not handsome at all. He had just looked so to her fourteen-year-old eyes when she had come for Claudia's wedding. And he had remained so in her imagination for the four years since. But if she looked at him objectively now, she could see that there were at least half a dozen gentlemen in the ballroom who were more handsome than he. Perhaps even a dozen.

She did not want to dance with him. But it was one thing not to want to do so and quite another not to be given a chance to do so. Lord Crensford did not come near her during the first three sets, and after that it was perfectly clear to her that he had no intention of doing so. She was not to have the satisfaction of refusing him.

When he danced with Diana, her determined merriment broke like a bubble. They were so obviously fond of each other. It was there in the eyes of both of them as they talked and smiled at each other. And Mrs. Ingram was so very lovely and graceful. And Lord Crensford never frowned at her or looked contemptuous or disapproving. He was in love with her.

"My dear." The Earl of Rotherham smiled apologetically down at Angela. "I fear I am not as young as I used to be. I shall have to sit down for a while. It is so very warm in here. I fear we are going to have a storm. Let me find you another partner to finish the set with you."

"Oh no, thank you," she said, smiling brightly up at him and wrinkling her nose.' 'I shall be very thankful for a short rest too, my lord. I am going to stand over by the windows and breathe in some fresh air."

But it was not so much the fresh air that she needed as a few minutes of solitude, a few minutes in which to collect herself. She stood to the side of one open doorway, half hidden by the heavy velvet drapery, and felt a raw ache at the back of her throat. She wanted to cry, she realized. For all the great popularity and success the evening was bringing her she felt a terrible loneliness.

"Sometimes the noise and the crush and the gaiety are almost overwhelming, are they not?" the Countess of Rotherham asked from beside her. She smiled in such a kindly way that Angela almost gave vent to her tears. "Do you know what I always do when I feel that way?"

Angela shook her head.

The countess chuckled. "I escape for a short time," she said. "Not long enough for anyone to remark upon my absence, but quite long enough for me to recover my spirits and come back here to enjoy myself again."

Angela smiled.

"Ah, you are so very young," the countess said, the bracelets on her arm jingling as she lifted it to touch Angela's cheek. "You have all the young gentlemen falling all over themselves for you. And that is as it should be. But you are feeling bewildered, I can see. Shall I tell you the very best place to hide out?"

"Where, ma'am?" Angela asked.

"The greenhouses," the countess said. "They are close enough to the house that you do not have to take anyone with you. Yet they are quiet and warm and full of lovely plants." She patted Angela on the arm. "Take a lantern with you if you go, my dear."

She looked up to the sky outside and moved away to mingle among her other guests, but she kept an eye on the forlorn little figure half hidden behind the draperies. Angela stood there for a while, looked toward her mother, who was sitting and talking with a small group of ladies, and disappeared out onto the terrace. The countess smiled and looked assessingly to Lord Crensford and Diana, who were still dancing together.

But Angela did not head toward the greenhouses. She darted around to the front of the house and through the open doors, ran upstairs to fetch a warm shawl, and slipped outside again. A few tears spilled over onto her cheeks, but she dashed them impatiently away with the back of one hand.

She looked uncertainly about her in the night, which was not at all dark, hesitated, and then made off at a brisk pace in the direction of the castle.
*  *  *

The countess made no move while that particular set continued or afterward while Lord Crensford and Diana were joined by Lord Kenwood. She waited until the marquess had led Diana onto the floor for the next set before hurrying across the room to her son.

"I hope you have not engaged anyone for the next set, Ernest, dear," she said, laying one hand on his arm.

"Not yet," he said, looking at her in some surprise. "Would you care to dance it with me, Mama?"

"Not really, dear," she said. "I am worried about Angela."

"Miss Wickenham?" He frowned.

"She has gone off to the greenhouses in tears," she said.

"In tears?" His frown deepened. "But she has been enjoying herself immensely. There has been no getting close to her. Who has insulted her? Just name him, Mama, and I'll deal with him."

She lowered her voice and patted his arm. "I think it is you, dear," she said. "Not that you have insulted her. But you have neglected her."

"Neglected her?" He looked indignant. "She doesn't want anything to do with me, Mama. She told me so."

"Oh, Ernest," she said, looking reproachfully at him. "When will you learn that ladies very often say the opposite of what they mean? The girl has a painful tendré for you, my dear."

Lord Crensford merely stared at her.

"This is her first ball," she said, "and she has had all the gentlemen flocking around her. All except the one she really wants. Go to her, Ernest. Bring her back and dance with her."

"If she has gone to the greenhouses, Mama," he said, "it is because she wants to be alone. It would not be right for me to disturb her there. Especially if she is unchaperoned. Perhaps you should go to her."

"Ernest!'' His mother had an unusual note of impatience in her voice. "It is time you learned something of women, my dear. You are eight-and-twenty years old. Women like to be pursued. Women like occasionally to be caught without their chaperones. Now go to her."

"But, Mama," he said, "what about my feelings? What if I don't have any kind of a tendre for her?" ~~"Ernest!" she said loudly enough for Mrs. Pierce and Lady Knowles to look up in some surprise.

"Very well, Mama," Lord Crensford said. "I am going. Now." He walked around the edge of the dance floor and disappeared through the French windows.

The countess nodded and smiled at those of her guests who were not dancing and waited a few minutes before laying a hand on the Marquess of Kenwood's sleeve as he waltzed past.

"Jack, Diana," she said, her voice almost a whisper, "I need to talk to you without delay. Outside the door."

Lord Kenwood looked inquiringly at Diana as the countess swept away. He raised his eyebrows, took Her by the elbow, and followed his hostess from the room.

"Dears," she said when they stood in the deserted hallway outside the ballroom, the doors firmly shut, "I am so sorry to spoil your fun, but I am afraid I had to." One ringed hand was spread across her bosom.

"Mama?" Diana reached out to touch her arm. "What is it? What has happened?"

"Angela has disappeared," the countess said, and her trembling hand came up to cover her mouth.

"Disappeared?" The marquess frowned. "She has probably wandered outside or up to her room."

The countess shook her head. "No," she said. "Ernest and I have searched. Ernest has gone to look in the greenhouses and down on the lower lawn and in the orchard. But I have just realized where she must be."

Her two listeners were all attention.

''She must have gone down to the river and the pavilion,'' the countess said. "She likes the pavilion."

"But why would she have wandered so far alone?" Diana asked.

The countess clucked her tongue. "She and Ernest had a silly quarrel," she said, "and the girl is upset. You must go down there, the two of you, and bring her back. I am almost beside myself with worry."

"Should not Mrs. Wickenham or Clarence be told, Mama?" Diana suggested.

"Heaven forbid, my dear," me countess said. "She is such a young and impulsive young lady, and they would be sure to scold her. I would not wish anything to happen to spoil this evening. No, you must go, if you please."

"I shall go alone," the marquess said briskly. "Diana can stay here. I shall be back with Miss Wickenham before you know it."

"No." The countess reached out a hand to stay him. "It would be most improper, Jack, for Angela to be alone with you. Diana must go too. You do not mind, dear? You will do it for me?"

"Of course, Mama," Diana said after only a moment's hesitation.

"Run upstairs for a shawl, then," the countess said, "while Jack fetches a lantern. But don't delay, dears. I shall not know a moment's rest until I see the three of you back here safe and sound again."

She saw them on their way through a side door a few minutes later, and stood for a while watching the lantern sway into the distance. She glanced up to the sky in some anxiety, but she was smiling with satisfaction before turning back into the house. It would not be long before the rain came down.

*  *  *

"Diana," the Marquess of Kenwood said, "this is hardly the time to play prudish lady, my dear. Cling more firmly to my arm, would you? I would hate to lose you in a rabbit hole."

They both wore warm cloaks. The wind was getting up and the air growing chill.

"What would have possessed Angela to come out here alone?" Diana asked.

Lord Kenwood glanced down at her. ''I don't for a moment believe she did," he said.

She frowned. "You mean you think there is someone with her?"

"You are very obtuse, Diana," he said. "I mean, I think we are being sent on a wild goose chase, my dear."

"A wild . . . ?" Diana hauled back on his arm. "You mean the countess is sending us out here knowing very well that Angela is somewhere else?"

''It would not be so very out of character for the Countess of Rotherham, would if?" he asked. "She has been trying to throw us together for two weeks, Diana. The past two days must have sent her into near despair. It was clearly time for desperate measures."

"But this is outrageous," Diana said indignantly. "You mean she is encouraging something as improper as you and me being at the pavilion together in the middle of the night?''

"Shocking, is it not?" he agreed. "Especially when the rain is going to start lashing down at any moment. And I do believe that was lightning I saw in the distance. If we are very quiet and listen very hard, I would wager we will hear the thunder too."

Diana drew altogether to a halt. "I am going back right now," she said. "I will not be manipulated like this, no matter how clever the countess and you think you have been."

"I?" he said. "You think I am a fellow conspirator? You malign me, Diana. Even I do not have a mind so fiendish."

"However it is," she said, "I am going back. Are you coming with me to light my way?"

"No, I am not,'' he said,' 'and neither are you. Do I have to explain to you just how fiendish your mother-in-law has been, Diana? We dare not go back, you see. Perhaps Miss Wickenham really is all alone out there. And the night has darkened since she came out here, and the rain is about to come on. And the rest of the storm. We cannot risk calling the countess's bluff now, can we?"

Diana stood staring at him, lost for words. The wind whipped her cloak about her legs. The marquess held out his own cloak to protect the flame of the lantern.

"I suggest we move on," he said. "And fast. Cring to my arm, Diana. I am afraid I need both hands to cope with this lantern."

Diana clung. "But we are coming right back as soon as we see that Angela is not there,'' she said just as a giant drop of rain splashed onto her forehead and ran down her nose.

"I somehow doubt it," he said as they hurried in among the trees and toward the river. "The heavens are about to open. I think you must prepare for a wicked night of sin with me, Mrs. Ingram. We seem to have a habit of getting ourselves into such situations during rain storms, do we not?"

*  *  *
"Mama." Lord Crensford tapped his mother on the shoulder as she was talking with some guests. He smiled and nodded to them. "May I have a word with you?"

She looked beyond his shoulder, saw that he was alone, smiled back at her guests, and took his arm.

"Where is Angela?"

"Where is Miss Wickenham?"

Their questions, when they were safely outside the ballroom, were simultaneous.

"She is not in the greenhouses," he said. "Did she not come back?"

She stared at him blankly for a moment. "She must have gone to her room," she said. "I will go up and see, dear."

"While you do so," Lord Crensford said, "I will check the downstairs rooms, Mama. Did she say she was going to the greenhouses?"

"In so many words she did,'' the countess said distractedly as she hurried away. Lord Crensford did not call her back to explain the strangeness of her words.

A fifteen-minute search of the house did nothing to solve the mystery of the missing Angela Wickenham.

"Oh, dear me," the countess said, a hand to her throat. "Wherever can she be, Ernest? There is a storm coming on outside."

"You said she was upset, Mama?" Lord Crensford said, frowning. "Where would she go if she were upset? She is not in her room. She is not with her mama or with Claudia. Let me think."

''Are you quite sure she was not hiding in one of the greenhouses?" she asked.

Lord Crensford did not answer her. He was frowning in concentration. "It is going to storm, you say?" he asked. "A stormy night. There was something about a stormy night." He pressed four fingers to his forehead. "Oh, Lord! She wouldn't do that, would she? She wouldn't do that!"

"Do what?" The countess sounded genuinely distraught.

''She has gone to the castle to throw herself off the battlements," Lord Crensford announced before breaking into a run.

"Ernest, are you mad?" his mother shouted after him. "She would never go to the castle all alone."

"I'm going to ride there," he called back. "I'll overtake her. And wring her neck."

The countess was left standing, both hands pressed to her mouth. What was she to do? There seemed to be precious little she could do. She turned back to the ballroom in some dread.

Yet after she had assembled the earl and Mrs. Wickenham and Clarence and Claudia in an anteroom, they all seemed to think the situation far less disastrous than she had thought. And Claudia laughed openly at Ernest's fear that Angela had gone to the castle to throw herself to her death.

"I can fully believe that she has gone to the castle," she said, "though it was a very foolish thing to do when there is a storm approaching. She has gone there to dream about the romance of it all, doubtless."

"In the middle of a ball when she has had so many partners?" Lord Wendell asked in some disbelief.

"I am afraid it would be just like Angela to do such a thing," Mrs. Wickenham said. "And I do believe she has been somewhat unhappy about ..." She looked a little uncomfortable. "Well, young girls very easily fancy themselves heartbroken."

"Should we not organize a large search party?" the countess asked.

"By no means," Mrs. Wickenham said. "That would quite ruin this splendid ball. If Lord Crensford has searched the greenhouses and you have both searched the house, ma'am, she must be at either the pavilion or the castle. And if Lord Kenwood and Mrs. Ingram have gone to search the pavilion, and Lord Crensford has gone to the castle, then I believe that everything is in hand. We should return and dance before other people start asking questions."

The countess looked uncertainly at the earl, and Viscount Wendell was biting his lower lip, a habit he had when he was worried. But Mrs. Wickenham's words seemed sensible. There was no point in giving way to panic.

"So, my dear," the earl said to the countess as he led her back into the ballroom, "it seems that both pairs of lovers have the perfect opportunity to discover one another if only they have the sense to do so."

"Oh, but I did not intend this, Rotherham," she said. "Jack and Diana are on their way to the pavilion, it is true. But I intended for Ernest and Angela to meet in the greenhouses. I am not happy about this at all."

''But the castle is a very romantic setting,'' he said, patting her hand.

"But in a storm?" she said. "And she is a very young lady, dearest, to be so far from home with only a gentleman for company. They will be forced to marry."

"But that is what you wanted, is it not, dear heart?" he asked.

"Yes, of course," she said. "But not because they have to. Because they wish to."

"I have never known you to have any doubts about your matchmaking schemes before," he said.

"But this is not my scheme," she said. "This is more daring than anything I would have set up, dearest. With Diana it is different. But Angela is scarcely out of the schoolroom.''

"Then I daresay we will just have to have faith in the ultimate triumph of true love," the earl said, leading her onto the floor where new sets were forming.

*  *  *

Lord Crensford stopped only long enough to don a heavy cloak and to saddle his horse. Then he was galloping toward the castle in a thoroughly reckless fashion, considering the fact that the heavy clouds that had rolled in had made the night so dark that he could scarcely see a foot in front of his horse's nose. But his mother had always claimed that he could find his way to and about the castle blindfold.

The wind whipped into his face and the rain began to fall in large drops that promised a downpour at any minute. Flashes of lightning occasionally lit his way, and thunder rumbled around him.

He tethered his horse almost by instinct in a spot where it was likely to have most shelter from the storm and raced across the causeway just as the rain began to come down in earnest. A quick glance up to the battlements showed no dark figure up there, and another into the dry moat revealed no body—though, of course, it was so dark that he might well have missed something.

"Miss Wickenham!" he roared against the wind as soon as he was inside the courtyard. "Miss Wickenham! Angela!"

What if he were mistaken? What if she had gone somewhere else? What if she was already dead? Floating in the moat at the back, perhaps.

A jagged flash of lightning lit the sky, and the thunder cracked no more than a few seconds later. The rain grew heavier.

"AN-GE-LAAA!"

"Yes," a high-pitched voice replied. "I am here."

"Where?"

"Here."

He followed the sound of her voice to one of the round bastions. He had to feel for the doorway before stepping inside.

"Where are you?" he asked.

"H-here." Hands pawed at his cloak, and then she was inside it and inside his coat, and burrowing against his chest, her arms locking about his waist. "D-don't be angry with me. Don't be angry with me." Her teeth chattered loudly, cutting off the possibility of further speech.

"Whatever do you mean by this," he shouted at her, wrapping his arms about her with unnecessary tightness considering the fact that she could not possibly have been closer to him, "you stupid, empty-headed numbskull? I thought for sure you would be dead. I should throttle you right here and now. I have never in all my life known such a little pest. How do you think I would have felt having to take your lifeless body back home to your mama?"

"Don't be angry with me," she whispered, her head pressed to his waistcoat. "Don't be angry with me."

"You couldn't stay in the ballroom, could you?" he fumed. "You had all those young sprigs sighing over you, but that wasn't enough. No, you had to create a greater sensation. You had to come out here to throw yourself off the battlements because you think that is a romantic way to die. Someone should take a whip to you."

''Don't be angry with me. Don't be angry with me." And as another flash of lightning lit the inside of the tower, and she burrowed her head even closer, "Hold me. Oh, hold me. I-I'm f-frightened of storms."

Lord Crensford, still quivering with mingled anger and relief, searched for and found her mouth in the darkness. He immediately recoiled. What the devil was he about? But it was a warm and soft and trembling mouth, and he saw it and the rest of her white, frightened face in another flash of lightning. He set one hand behind her head and found her mouth again.

"It's all right; it's all right," he murmured against the side of her face a minute or two later, as he. wrapped the cloak right around the both of them. "You're safe with me now. You don't have to be frightened."

"You aren't angry with me anymore?" she asked, her head finding its resting place against his chest.

"I thought you were going to kill yourself," he said. "I thought you were going to go up there and jump. You foolish, pestilential girl. Why on earth did you come out here? I ought to wring your neck."

"I was unhappy," she said. "I wanted to be alone."

"Unhappy?" he said scornfully. "With all those admirers?"

"I was unhappy," she said. "You are not still angry with me?"

"Listen to that rain!" he said, spreading his hand firmly over the back of her head while another flash of lightning was succeeded almost immediately by a loud crash of thunder. ''We are going to be stuck here for an hour at least. We had better sit down."

"The ground is awfully hard," she said, as he took her down with him, and tucked her against his side, his cloak still wrapped around them both. He had his back set against a wall.

He leaned across her, one arm about her shoulders and the other beneath her knees, and lifted her across to sit on his lap. He cradled her head against his shoulder.

"You realize you will have to marry me after this?" he said.

"Oh, no," she said, trying to lift her head. But he held it where it was with a firm hand. "No, that is not so. You need not do it. And if you do, I shall refuse."

"Am I the reason you were unhappy?" he asked, his mouth close to her ear.

"It doesn't matter," she said.

"It matters." He teased her earlobe with his lips. "Was it me, Angela?"

"You are always so cross," she said. "I have been longing and longing to come here now that I am all grown up. I wanted to impress you. But you are always angry with me."

"I'm not angry now," he said before finding her mouth again and making full use of it for another minute.

"I thought I would never be eighteen," she said. "I dreaded all the time that Claudia would write to say you had married someone else. And then we came here. And you were cross with me. And you were in love with Mrs. Ingram."

"With Diana?" he said. "Do you have no sense at all? She is my sister-in-law. She was Teddy's wife."

"You don't love her?"

"No, of course I don't love her," he said scornfully. "Only as a sister. Not as I love you."

There was a silence rather longer than that necessitated by another crash of thunder.

"Well mere!" he said. "Now what have you made me say? You would probably exasperate me every day of my life. And I would doubtless be jealous of every man who set eyes on you. And you would probably be always telling me that I am angry with you when I am not angry at all but only afraid of losing you. I'm not near good-looking enough for you. My nose is too big. And my hair will never lie flat. And I'm not bright as Clarence is and as Teddy was. And . . ." He blew air out of puffed cheeks 
as lightning flashed and thunder rolled. "Will you marry me?"

She had somehow burrowed her face against his neck. Her breath tickled him as she talked. "I always think of you as a knight in splendid armor riding home from battle," she said, "and stopping at the end of the causeway to look up to the battlements where I have been watching for you for many weary months. Four weary years, in fact. You will always be my splendid knight."

"What a silly little female you are," he said. "I have never heard anything so corkbrained in my whole life."

"Yes, Ernest."

"Yes?"

"Yes, I will marry you."

"You will?"

"Yes."

"Well," Lord Crensford said, managing to wiggle her head out from beneath his chin so that he could kiss her again, "and so you should say yes. You have got yourself into a dreadfully compromising situation here, you know. And all through your own foolishness. I don't suppose you stopped for one minute to think about it before you came, did you? Oh, no, act first, think later seems to be your motto."

"Don't be angry with me," she said, one arm venturing out from the warm shelter of the cloak to wrap itself around his neck. "Don't be angry with me, Ernest. I love you."

"And so you should," he said gruffly before finally claiming his kiss. "I don't marry females who don't love me."
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"So, it is as I thought," the Marquess of Kenwood said, hanging up the lantern inside the door of the pavilion and removing his cloak in order to shake the raindrops from it. "She is not here."

They had reached the pavilion beside the river just as the rain started to fall in earnest. A quick glance had shown them that the building was empty. A series of calls from the doorway had made it obvious that Angela was nowhere in the vicinity.

"I knew you were right," Diana said, also removing her damp cloak, "as soon as you suggested that this was one of my mother-in-law's schemes. We should have gone back.'' Her last words were almost drowned in a loud rumble of thunder.

"And spoiled her evening?" Lord Kenwood said. "That would have been quite unsporting of us, Diana."

"Well," she said, looking about her and thinking not for the first time how absurd it was to have a building so splendidly furnished in the middle of the woods, "the countess seems to have played into your hands, sir. This is the kind of opportunity you have been waiting for two weeks, is it not?" She seated herself on an elegant Queen Anne chair and looked with what she hoped was cool nonchalance 
at her companion.

"Unfair, Diana, unfair," he said, strolling across the small room to seat himself on a comfortable sofa. "I do believe you have wanted the opportunity as much as I. But I don't intend to argue the matter with you. I shall surprise you and behave like a perfect gentleman. What shall we talk about?"

She stared at him and could not think of a single thing to say.

"This looks promising," he said, one eyebrow raised. "The weather? That is a safe topic and one that allows for endless profound comments. Do you suppose this storm will be short and sharp? Or will it turn into a night of steady rain? What is your considered opinion?"

"It is raining too heavily to last," she said. "I believe it will be over in an hour."

"Ah," he said. "We have the makings of a protracted discussion here. I disagree, you see. I believe that after the thunder and lightning have passed, the rain will fail to take the hint. I predict typical English drizzle for a fortnight."

Diana was stuck for words again.

Lord Kenwood drummed his fingers on the arm of the sofa. "You are not much of a conversationalist, are you, Diana?" he said. "Shall we try a different topic? Or perhaps you would like to sing? Shall we take turns, or shall we try our duet again? ft is a pity we did not learn a whole repertoire, is it not?"

"How absurd!" Diana said rather crossly.

"And how ungrateful!" the marquess said, both eyebrows raised. "I am trying to save you from a fate worse than death, Diana, by distracting my mind, and you accuse me of being absurd. I am mortally offended. Are you afraid of the storm, by the way? I have two perfectly free arms with which to shelter you if you are."

"No, thank you," Diana said, "I am not."

"I did-not think you would be," he said. "A pity. No, perhaps not a pity. If I were to touch you, I might find it impossible not at least to try to ravish you. It is a dreadful fate to be a notorious rake, Diana. We have so little self-control when confronted with beautiful ladies inside secluded buildings in the dead of night and in the middle of a storm.''

Diana's lips compressed. "You always speak with that tone of levity," she said. "Is nothing serious to you?"

One corner of his mouth lifted in a wry smile. "I am taking this situation far more seriously than you seem to realize, Diana," he said. "I am filling the silence, my dear. What is the alternative? You know as well as I do that if silence falls between us, I shall walk over there and kiss you. And we both know where that is likely to lead. Is that what you want?"

"I am surprised that you even ask me," she said tartly. "Are you trying to tell me that it is not what you want?"

"Ah, Diana,'' he said,' 'you are a coward. Are you afraid to answer my question? Must you merely throw it back in my teeth?" He grinned at her.

Diana jumped and gripped the arms of her chair when a particularly vicious flash of lightning was succeeded almost immediately by the crash of thunder.

"Are you afraid?" he asked.

"No."

''What are you going to do?" he asked.' 'When mis house party is at an end, I mean."

"I shall go back home," she said.

"To your father's house?" he asked. "How do you plan to find another husband?"

She looked at him, feeling herself flush. "Finding a husband is not the whole goal of my life," she said. "And I don't think I can discuss the matter with you."

"I shall miss you," he said.

She smiled fleetingly. "I doubt it," she said. "The world is full of barmaids and chambermaids and ladies' maids and ladies who are not satisfied with the lives they lead."

He set one elbow on the back of the sofa and rested his mouth on his knuckles. He looked at her consideringly. "You don't believe in mincing words, do you?" he said. "The world is not full of Diana Ingrams, though."

"Perhaps that is as well for you," she said. "Perhaps if it were, life would not seem so easy to you. Or such a joke."

The storm must have been directly overhead. The lightning and thunder happened simultaneously, and the pavilion shook. Lord Kenwood was off me sofa and across to Diana's chair before either of them could think. His hands came down to cover hers, which had a death grip on the arms.

"Oh, Diana," he said when the sound of the thunder had faded, ''I have tried not to do this, believe me.'' He leaned down and kissed her on the lips. And lifted his head almost immediately, though he did not fully straighten up. "So, shall I continue? Or do you wish to pull one hand from beneath mine and slap my face?"

There was no mockery in his blue eyes, only a sort of wariness. Diana could neither remove her eyes from his nor answer his questions.

"We were in the middle of a waltz," he said. "I like waltzing, and you do it well. Complete it with me now." He straightened up and held out a hand for hers.

"Here? But there is no room." Diana laughed a little shakily. "And no music."

"There is plenty of room for one couple to dance around the sofa," he said. "And I will provide the music if you will not. Come, Diana."

She put her hand in his and got to her feet. She rested one hand on his shoulder when his came behind her waist, and felt herself flushing as he grinned down at her. When a crash of thunder had passed, he began to hum the very tune they had been dancing to when the Countess of Rotherham had interrupted them. They circled the small room.

But it somehow became easier in the cramped space if instead of holding her hand out to the side, he spread it flat against his heart, his own covering it, and if instead of keeping the obligatory space between them, he drew her against him. And her elbow was less likely to catch against something if she moved her arm right up about his neck. And his cheek had nowhere else to rest except against hers.

The music failed after a few minutes.

"Well, Diana," he said into her ear, "you must slap me very hard and right now if you do not want what seems about to happen."

She did not move. She had her eyes closed. "I don't care," she said after a few moments of silence, "about tomorrow or about propriety or about anything except tonight and this place. And you."

"You should care," he said, beginning to feather kisses along her temple and down one cheek. "I am not at all the sort of man for you, Diana."

"Jack," she said. "Jack, don't reason with me. Make love to me."

He lowered his head until his lips met hers. "You should stop me," he murmured before opening his mouth over hers. "You should stop me, Diana."

She should stop him. He could not stop himself. She was soft and warm and yielding. And she was there with him inside the warm lantern-lit pavilion with a storm crashing around them. And her mouth invited him, and her body was shapely and feminine against his. And her breasts were firm and womanly beneath his hands. And her thighs were pressed intimately to his. Her fingers were in his hair. She was making low sounds of appreciation in her throat.

And she had asked him to make love to her.

She could not stop him. She did not want to stop him. She knew there would be only that night. She knew to whom she had surrendered herself and she held no illusions about the future. But it was a night for love. And she did love him. For despite everything, he was Jack. He was more than just a rake who seemed to feel it necessary to conquer any presentable female who came within his line of vision. He was witty and amusing, and he hid a very real person behind the mask of his wit. She had grown to like that person even if she did not know him well.

She did not want to stop him. And she lost the power to do so after his mouth had claimed hers and his hands moved over her and held her to him. She wanted him to make love to her. She wanted him. More than anything else in life.

She should stop him. He could not do it alone. She was so warm. So desirable. So very eager. Diana.

"Diana. Diana."

"Yes." Her head was thrown back to feel his lips at her throat. "Oh, yes."

And then she was standing alone, disoriented and bewildered. Lord Kenwood had taken several strides to the door and thrown it open. The wind had died down so that the rain poured straight down in a heavy sheet. A draft of cool air came into the pavilion.

He set one shoulder against the doorframe, and stood looking out into the storm, drawing deep steadying breaths. There was silence for a full minute until Diana swallowed painfully and sat down rather heavily on the sofa.

"Do you have no sense at all?" the marquess asked eventually without turning around. His voice was harsh. "What do you think you are about, Diana, surrendering your virtue to a man like me?"

She sat straight on the sofa, not touching the back of it, her hands clasped very tightly in her lap. "How am I supposed to answer that?" she asked.

"How?" He continued to stare out into the darkness. "You are supposed to tell me that I misunderstood you. You are supposed to be angry. You are supposed to tell me to stay exactly where I am until this storm stops, or even to go out into the rain."

"You did not misunderstand me," she said quietly. "And I am not angry. Only very shaken. Why do you hate yourself so much?"

He laughed harshly. "You ask me that?" he said. "You know what I am, Diana. You know that I have nothing of any goodness or worth to offer you. And you don't even know me worst about me."

"I think I know the best about you, though," she said. "You have a strong sense of decency and honor. Otherwise you would not be protecting me more than I am protecting myself."

"Don't try to put reins on me," he said. "It can't be done, Diana. No one will ever own me. I am incapable of being committed to anyone."

"I think perhaps you have misunderstood after all," she said. "I had no thought of trapping you, Jack, or of putting reins on you, as you put it. I knew it would be for this night only. I never for a moment thought otherwise. I accepted that. I wanted this one night.'' She dropped her voice almost to a whisper. "And I am still sorry that it is not to be."

His head joined his shoulder against the doorframe. "God," he said very quietly, "I have never been so terrified in my life."

"What?" Diana frowned.

He turned to look at her, and his face looked pale in the reflection of the lantern light. His eyes strayed down to her hands, which were trembling quite noticeably in her lap. He watched them for a few moments before pushing himself away from the doorframe and crossing the space between them. He lifted her hands and held them in a tight clasp.

"I said I am terrified," he said. "I think I am in love with you, Diana. I have never felt such a thing before or ever expected to do so."

"You don't have to say this," she said. "I told you I expected nothing beyond tonight."

"I want a lifetime," he said. "I want eternity. Diana, send me away."

She shook her head almost imperceptibly.

"You will be sorry if you don't." he said.

"Why?"

"I told you about my father," he said. "I am my father all over again."

She shook her head. "No one is ever someone else all over again,'' she said. ' 'You are not your father. You are yourself. You do not even have to be like him unless you choose to be so."

"I will hurt you," he said. "I will break your heart."

"Not unless you choose to do so," she said.

"There is my past," he said. He closed his eyes briefly. "Not to mention my present."

"At the present," she said, "you are here holding my bands. Your past has nothing to do with me. Just as mine has nothing to do with you."

He stooped down onto his haunches suddenly so that he was looking up into her face. "Why would you have anything to do with someone like me, Diana?" he asked. "You could have almost anyone you want."

"I don't understand what is happening any more than you do," she said. "I don't know, Jack. I only know that I love you."

"And were prepared to pour out all that love in one single night with me?"

"Yes. And don't, please, ask me why. I don't know why. And I did not even know that I would be willing to do something so rash until it happened. And I did not know that I love you until tonight."

He released one of her hands and touched the backs of his fingers to her cheek. "Perhaps the countess is not such a madwoman after all," he said. "Perhaps she knew very well what she was doing, sending us out here like this. Though why she should choose me for you, I will never know. She loves you as dearly as if you were her daughter."

She held his hand to her cheek and turned her head to kiss his palm.

He got to his feet and crossed the room to close the door. The storm, they both realized, had passed into the distance, though the rain was still beating down heavily. When he turned back, he held out a hand for hers, and she rose to her feet and took it.

The old mocking smile was somewhere at the back of his eyes and twitching at the corners of his lips. "This is your last chance to send me away," he said.

She looked at him in inquiry.

''Very well, then,'' he said. ''You do not have the wisdom to do so, it seems. Will you take a chance on me, then, Diana? Will you marry me and give me a chance to shower your universe with stars? And to cram an eternity into what is left of a lifetime? Will you let those children you want be mine too? I would strongly advise you to say no."

Diana could not stop herself from laughing, and she watched as the laughter took complete hold of his eyes and mouth and eventually emerged to mingle with hers.

"I have never made an offer of marriage before," he said. "I don't know how to go about it. I made the devil of a mess of that one, didn't I?"

"Yes," she said.

He winced. "You don't have to agree with me, you know."

"I was answering your first question," she said.

He sobered immediately. "You don't think you will be sorry, Diana?"

"No," she said. "Do you think you will be?"

"Only if I see you unhappy," he said. "I will never forgive myself if I make you unhappy."

"I have the advantage of you," she said. "I have been married before. Marriage is what you make it, Jack. I was never unhappy with Teddy, though I might have been. He was rarely at home, and I had no children to take away my loneliness, and I did not really love him when I married him. Not as I love you, anyway. But I was not unhappy for all that. I spent my days trying to make sure that he was happy and contented."

He framed her face with his hands. "I swear to you, Diana," he said, "that I will try to do that for you. Every day for the rest of my life. I can't promise to succeed, my dear. I have had so little experience with trying to make other people happy. But I will promise to try."

"And I will too," she said, her hands smoothing up his coat and under his lapels. "Jack, am I going to wake up soon?"

"As you did at the inn to my eternal regret?" he said. "No, Diana, I am sorry to say that this lover is very real and very inadequate and very nervous and uncertain of himself. And very much in love with you. And very much hoping that you will renew a certain request you made some minutes ago."

"That you make love to me?"

"Yes, that's the one."

"Make love to me, Jack. This night has been so very special. So very like a dream except that I know you are real and I know I have just agreed to marry you. Make it even more special. Make love to me."

"Are you sure, Diana?" His hands rested on her waist. He lowered his head to set his mouth against her throat.' 'Are you sure? I can wait if you want. I can wait until our wedding night. But you must tell me now if that is what you want. Now or sooner."

"Make love to me," she said, resting her forehead against his shoulder while his hands began working the buttons down her back free of their buttonholes.

"Make love!" he said softly. "This will be the first time for me, Diana. I swear it will. I have never made love before." He eased her gown over her shoulders and held her slightly away from him so that it could drop to the floor. "Come on, then, my love, let's see if the universe will hold together over the next minutes or not."

It did not. He unclothed her and laid her down on the blankets and cushions they had used for the picnic. And he unclothed himself with her help and lay down beside her. And brought his mouth to hers. And lost touch with all the reality about him—the storm, the pavilion, the ball taking place at the house. All his reality was centered in the woman he loved with all the expertise of years.

But for the first time in all those years she was not just a woman to pleasure and be pleasured by. She was Diana, the woman he had fought not to love, and failed. She was his world, his universe, his very life. It was her name he spoke as he brought them both to the brink of sexual ecstasy and beyond.

And the reality of her surroundings receded for Diana too. But there was reality. It was focused on the man who loved her slowly and gently and expertly, and fiercely at the last. The man who taught her to relax and to enjoy, to reach out and touch. The man who she knew from the moment of his first touch would not leave her empty and dissatisfied. The man who finally took her to the mindless moment of ecstasy.

He was no dream lover. He was Jack. And she loved him. And would no longer believe that it was a misplaced love. She loved him. No matter what. For always.

The universe exploded.

It came together again only very gradually several minutes later. Diana lay snug and warm in Lord Kenwood's arms.

"Well," he said, after bending his head to kiss her lingeringly on the lips, "if I had known it was to end like that, Diana, there is no power on earth that would have stopped me at that inn. What an amiable fellow that innkeeper is, by the way, not to put locks on his doors. I shall have to stop there on my return to London and shake his hand. And who did you think I was, Diana Ingram?"

"You were my fantasy lover," she said. "And I realize with every ounce of foresight in my body that I will be teased about this for the rest of my life."

"By me?" he said, looking down at her, one eyebrow raised. "Me tease the woman I love? You malign me, Diana. I have one question, though. How do I compare with my competition?"

He grimaced as she punched him in the stomach.

''I shall certainly kick him out of bed every time he tries to climb into it," he said, closing his eyes and settling his cheek comfortably against the top of her head. "There will be room in our bed for only two persons, one male and one female. And I intend to be the male. Perhaps we can set up a truckle bed for him, Diana. Oof! That is quite a powerful fist you have there."

"You will feel it," she said, "every time you are odious enough to mention that topic. I am already sorry that I was honest with you."

"Will you be willing to be married in St. George's in London?" he asked. "With all the world present, of course. I am afraid that only so will I be able to convince everyone that I really am married. I have been written off as a hardened case for a long age, Diana. All the anxious mamas gave up laying siege to me years ago."

"That is doubtless because of your shocking notoriety," Diana said. "But yes, I think a large wedding would be splendid, Jack. Will it be soon?"

"Or sooner," he said. "I must be greedy and have a few days with you here, but I will leave early next week and make all the arrangements at lightning speed and break my news to my mother and the girls—they will have forty fits apiece and hug me so hard they will crush every bone in my body— and gallop as fast as hoof will travel to your papa's door to claim you. Will he let me have you, do you suppose?"

"I am of age," she said. "But how could any papa resist you? You are, after all, a marquess."

''I sometimes forget that I am such an exalted personage,'' he said. "I suppose that is the reason you 
are marrying me, Diana, is it? So that you may be a marchioness?"

"Yes," she said. "You mean you thought there might be some other reason?"

He removed the arm which had been around her shoulders and propped himself up on his elbow. "I see I am going to have a saucy wife," he said. "I hate to say this, Diana, but there is suddenly a dreadful hush outside. I fear the rain has stopped and it is time to squelch our way back through the grass to the house."

"If you were a gentleman," she said, "you would carry me."

"If I were a gentleman," he said, bending to kiss her nose, "I would not have you naked on the floor here having my wicked way with you merely because you have had the misfortune to be trapped with me here during a storm."

She sighed. "Well," she said, "if I had the choice between lying naked here with you and then having to get my feet wet on the one hand, and not lying here with you and being carried back to the house on the other, I don't suppose I would choose to keep my feet dry."

He grinned, scrambled to his feet, and reached down a hand to her. "Someone has to keep a cool head," he said. "On your feet, woman, and get some clothes on before we also have the dawn light to show us the way home. And we still have the countess to face. Can you imagine how she will react to our news? I may have no bones left for my mother to crush. Get dressed."

"Yes, my lord," she said meekly one moment before he jerked on her hand and brought her right into his arms.

"On second thought," he said, "people with cool heads rarely get much enjoyment out of life."

"My sentiments exactly, Jack," she said while she was able.



Epilogue


During an evening a little more than a week after his betrothal, the Marquess of Kenwood strolled into White's. He stood looking into the card room for a while, and nodded to those acquaintances whose attention was not entirely engrossed in a hand of cards. He glanced in at the reading room, which was almost entirely deserted at that particular time of day.

He found the person he had hoped to see in the lounge. And as luck would have it, there were several more of his acquaintances there too. He raised his quizzing glass to his eye, perused the group at his leisure, and sauntered across the room.

"Rittsman?" he said, nodding amiably. "Hartley? Bedard? Quincy? Maurice?"

"By Jove, it's Jack come to liven us up," the last named gentleman said. "Pull up a chair, Jack, and join us."

"I am just passing through," the marquess said languidly. "I have promised to put in an appearance at my mother's soireé. Rittsman, my good fellow, I have something for you."

He leaned down and set a piece of paper on the table before Elwood Rittsman. "It is a draft on my bank for five hundred guineas, as you will see. It is an unfortunate fact that we frequently become boastful when in our cups. The last month has proved you quite right, it grieves me to report. Not all women are susceptible to my superior charms. Mrs. Diana Ingram's virtue, it seems, is quite "unassailable."

Rittsman picked up the bank draft. "Being a gentleman, Kenwood," he said, "I will not say 'I told you so.' But I would have to say that this is the easiest won wager I ever engaged in."

The marquess raised his quizzing glass to his eye and surveyed the other through it with haughty languor.

There was a chorus of dismay from some of the other gentlemen.

"Jack!" Maurice said. "Your reputation will take years to recover from this. I would not have thought it of you, old chap."

"Never mind his reputation," Hartley said. "I had two hundred of my own on this, Jack."

"And I had a hundred," Quincy added.

The marquess shrugged and lowered his glass. "I must be on my way," he said. He took a few steps toward the door before turning back and raising one lace-covered hand. "Ah, by the way, you will all be receiving official cards of invitation, but since I am here, I might as well make those invitations verbal as well. I hope to see you all at my wedding on the first day of August. At St. George's, of course."

His audience gaped at him.

"You, Jack? Getting married?" Bedard chose to be spokesman for the group.

The marquess raised his quizzing glass again. "Yes," he said. "Me. Getting married. I will expect to see you all at the church." He turned to leave.

"Jack!" Maurice found his voice at last. "But who are you marrying, old chap?"

Lord Kenwood turned back to the group once more, one eyebrow raised. "Did I omit that detail?" he said. "How careless of me. Mrs. Diana Ingram, actually."

Silence followed his unhurried withdrawal from the room.

"Well!" Hartley said at last. "Old Jack getting married. Well!"

Rittsman sneered. "One has to pity the poor bride," he said. "One wonders how many weeks or months will pass before Kenwood is back to his old ways."

"Not Jack," Maurice said stoutly. "Jack can have any female he wants—almost—but he will be a loyal husband. Take my word on it."

"Impossible!" Rittsman said scornfully. "Kenwood could not stay faithful to one female if his life depended upon it."

Maurice flushed. "I don't believe he could be unfaithful to a wife if his life depended on it," he said.

Rittsman sneered.

Maurice glared.

"Oh, I say," someone said enthusiastically, "do I smell a wager?"
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