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London 1804

 


“Why do I have to do it?”

“Because he doesn’t know you.”

Elaine Montford should have known that Eleanor
Kirkland would have a ready answer for everything. As she was also
Lady Eleanor, her father being a rather scandalous marquis,
everything she said had a certain ring of authority to it, deserved
or not.

As Elaine’s father was not titled,
which was very inconsiderate of him, Elaine was in no position to
kick against the traces. Indeed, the sole reason her mother allowed
the connection to Lady Eleanor Kirkland, she of the completely
scandalous father, was because, scandalous or not, Eleanor moved in
the very best circles. A fact of that sort could not be ignored,
especially as it was Elaine’s first Season out, and especially since her mother
was very eager to correct the lack of title deficiency running
rampant through the Montford family.

Elaine’s grandmother and the 4th
Earl of Aysgarth were siblings. The connection was not sufficiently
strong enough, nor the family fortune deep enough, to ensure the
very best of marriages for the Montford children. The present Earl
of Aysgarth, who had two daughters who were also
Out and who should have
been very helpful to Elaine’s launch into Society, was not. Hence
Eleanor Kirkland was very, very necessary.

Elaine actually liked Eleanor. She was very
opinionated and very daring and could be very forward. As she was
being now.

“I can’t think what good can come
of it,” Elaine said, mildly enough, considering.

Eleanor’s dark blue eyes gleamed, truly gleamed, with
mischievous delight. “What good? Why, anything might come of
it.”

“Yes. Truly,” Emeline Harlow said
in what Elaine considered a very sarcastic tone.

Miss Harlow’s grandfather had been the 3rd Earl of
Dinsdale. The title had died with him. Emeline’s lack of title also
explained the freedom allowed in having a friendship with Eleanor
Kirkland.

One could but wonder if Eleanor was aware that she
was being cultivated for her social connections. As Eleanor was
very clever, a fact no one disputed, it was difficult to imagine
that she was not aware of it. Also, given her nature, that she did
not care a whit for the whys and wherefores.

Elaine was becoming increasingly aware that Eleanor
Kirkland quite possibly shared a great many traits with her
scandalous father.

At the moment, they were all three hiding behind a
rather large yew, whispering about Mr. George Grey, Iroquois Indian
and, according to Eleanor, bounding about after his unruly sister,
Miss Elizabeth Grey.

It was perfectly clear to both Elaine and Emeline why
Mr. and Miss Grey were so fascinating, perhaps even important:
their aunt was Lady Dalby. Sophia Dalby was the most fascinating
and important person of this Season or any other. She was also
scandalous, but no one, not even Elaine’s parents, not even her
grandparents, cared a whit about that. One could not, simply could
not, climb higher on the social ladder than to be in the good
graces of Lady Dalby.

Hence Eleanor. Lady Eleanor not
only was on very cordial terms with Lady Dalby, she had been in
her home. She had
spoken with the Indians and was on cordial terms with them as well,
though in the case of Miss Grey, who was reputedly not cordial by
any looseness of definition, perhaps cordiality was an
overstatement. Still, they had all been in the same room together,
Sophia’s famous white salon, and Lady Eleanor knew them and they
knew her, and the same could not be said of Elaine
Montford.

It was a situation that required fixing, that was
certain.

“What if he should see me?” Elaine asked.

“As he doesn’t know you, it shan’t matter,” Eleanor
said. “That is the entire point. Of course, I should make every
effort not to be seen, were I you. One cannot predict what an
American Indian will do.”

If Eleanor was making an attempt at humor, Elaine was
not at all appreciative. Emeline, however, chuckled. Elaine did not
know Emeline well at all. She did not appreciate the snicker.

“I think you should do it,” Emeline said. Of course
she did since that let her very neatly off the hook.

“Don’t say you’re afraid to do it,” Eleanor said.

Of course she wasn’t afraid to do
it. She was, quite logically, hesitant to do it and perhaps just a
bit nervous about getting caught doing it. But that didn’t mean she
was afraid to do
it.

“Of course not,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

And she would. What could happen? All she had to do
was follow Mr. Grey, Iroquois, and see what he did and where he
went, and if his doing and going had anything at all to do with his
sister and Lord Raithby, so much the better.

Everyone knew that Lord Raithby, the Earl of
Quinton’s heir, had never cared for women in the slightest, all his
concern being directed at his horses. That Lord Raithby, who was
truly so eligible, was rumored to be behaving in a most appalling
and intriguing manner toward Miss Grey, Iroquois princess, if one
believed every word of gossip, which Elaine was not in the habit of
doing, then it was only to her advantage to find out about Lord
Raithby, Miss Grey, and Mr. Grey. Knowing about such things would
only work to her advantage.

There was no vow compelling her to reveal anything
she learned about Lord Raithby, Miss Grey or Mr. Grey to Miss
Emeline Harlow, was there?

There was most assuredly not.

“Go on,” Eleanor urged, her dark blue eyes alight
with mischief. Elaine suspected that Eleanor’s eyes were nearly
always alight with mischief. “He’s getting away.”

Mr. Grey, striding as silently as a wolf across the
wide lawns of Hyde Park, was not getting away. Elaine could see him
quite clearly.

“Afraid?” Emeline asked, her light blue eyes looking
extremely innocent. No one was that innocent. With very little
encouragement at all, Elaine could develop a very vibrant dislike
of Emeline Harlow.

“Of course not,” she said.

Yet she was. Just a bit. Not of losing Mr. Grey. She
was afraid of catching him. He was an Iroquois, after all. They had
a most fearsome reputation, if one believed every word of gossip,
which in Mr. Grey’s case, she most definitely did.

Still, she had to make a good match and Eleanor
Kirkland was her best chance of making a good connection, so,
taking a deep breath, Elaine straightened her posture and firmed
her resolve and walked in the same direction as Mr. Grey. She had
also not forgotten that Mr. Grey was Lady Dalby’s nephew; if good
connections were to be made, she could hardly make a better one
than that.

Poor Emeline Harlow probably had not yet realized
that.

It was with that thought buoying her resolve that
Miss Elaine Montford began to follow Mr. George Grey through Hyde
Park. It was a public park, after all. What could go wrong?
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Roger Ellery of the 10th Regiment
of Light Dragoons was on leave to visit his mother, who by all
reports was dying of a heart malady. Or a lung malady. Or on rainy
days, a liver malady. His mother had a host of maladies from which
to choose. If she hadn’t enjoyed visiting the shops as much as she
did, he was quite certain that she would be plagued by gout. But
gout would never serve her purpose and so gout was off the
list.

It was not entirely a fiction that his mother, the
Widow Ellery, did not enjoy robust health. It was merely that she
did enjoy a robust convalescence, a one foot in the grave sort of
limbo that left her free to complain and be coddled and yet did not
hamper her in any serious pursuit of her pleasures. Widow Ellery
liked to gossip, liked to buy things, and liked to parade her
gossip and her goods before her friends, of whom she had many.

Roger Ellery, only child, had never quite understood
how his mother had managed to accumulate such a wide circle of
friends. He was left to conclude that women were of a similar
disposition as his mother, that when taken as a whole the female
sex enjoyed acquiring useless bits of things, both of goods and of
gossip. They also, he could but conclude, did not find it
inconvenient in the slightest to be of less than robust vigor and
stamina.

Roger’s father, also of the 10th Dragoons and having
died when Roger was only just out of the nursery, had left him in
the care of his mother and he had only his mother to guide him. She
relished guiding him. She relished guiding him away from girls of
marriageable age and into service to the future king.

He did not fault her for that.

It was only that, because of his mother’s extreme
protectiveness and avid interest in the doings of one and all, he
had yet to meet any girl whom his mother did not think either
ill-bred or ill-fortuned. Consequently, he was not highly adept
with women. In fact, he could but surmise on his more introspective
days, that he was not even adequately adept.

He supposed that his mother would find him a wife. Or
not. He supposed that he would marry someday. Or not. The life of
an officer in the 10th Regiment of Light Dragoons did not lend
itself to finding oneself in a state of marriage.

Roger had yet to allow himself the time to decide if
this state of affairs alarmed him or not. When he was visiting his
mother, something he did far too rarely in her estimation, he had
learned not to think of serious matters. His mother had quite a
nose for sniffing out serious matters, matters which, by her
definition, were anything over which she had limited control.

Roger was nothing if not a keen student of the Widow
Ellery.

Roger, having escaped the house whilst his mother was
pouring tea for one of her many friends, was walking in Hyde Park.
Raithby was supposed to be in Hyde Park, or so his footman had
intimated. There was no man who knew horseflesh as well as Raithby.
Even the Widow Ellery agreed, keen gossip that she was, and Roger
needed another mount; he wanted Raithby’s counsel before laying
down the blunt.

He had also heard, by way of his mother’s never
ending stream of words, that Lord Raithby was reputed to be
enamored of an Indian girl from the Iroquois Confederacy, that the
Indian girl was in London, and that Raithby seemed to be developing
the habit of hunting her down. Or perhaps the girl was hunting him
down; that was the telling of the tale his mother preferred. The
idea of a lord of the English realm finding anything other than a
proper miss of the English realm worth pursuing was not something
his mother was prepared to contemplate.

Either way, Roger wanted to get a look at this girl.
And, of course, there was the matter of the horseflesh. First one,
then the other. He was on leave, after all, and had no schedule to
keep.

So it was that Roger Ellery walked with a light step
and a sharp eye upon the grass of Hyde Park, the trees casting
dappled shadow, the birds calling in the way of birds, and the sun
warming his face.

It was all as completely innocuous as it could be.
Until he saw a girl with light brown hair stalking a dark-skinned
man with long hair and earrings hanging from one of his ears, the
exact sort of brutal and uncivilized man one would wish upon one’s
most snarling enemy. This had to be the Indian girl’s brother. His
mother had mentioned a brother in passing as Roger was hurrying
through the room on his way out.

An English girl stalking an Iroquois warrior. This is
not the way he had heard the tale and it was most certainly not the
way the tale was supposed to play out. What was there to do?

He was a man, a gentleman, and an officer in the
Prince’s own regiment. He was an Englishman, by God, and he had to
do something.

So he did.
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Elaine Montford was not at all prepared to have Mr.
Grey turn to face her and grin the most dangerous looking grin
imaginable. He had a dimple, a single dimple in his left cheek that
was quite disarming. She tripped. Over what, she had no idea. But
she did trip and then a hand was upon her arm, steadying her, and a
male voice said, “Ah, I’ve found you. I do hope I did not keep you
waiting.”

She turned and beheld a male face completely unknown
to her. It was not such a difficult task; she knew only a handful
of men, perhaps two smallish handfuls, and he was not one of them.
He looked like none of them. He looked something quite wonderful to
behold.

His hair was a tumble of dark curls, his brows
horizontal slashes over almond shaped pale blue eyes, his nose
straight and aristocratic, his mouth perfectly formed and the most
intriguing shade of blush pink. A further look and she noted high
cheekbones, lightly tanned skin, and a curl of hair that teased the
edge of his right ear. It was beyond charming.

She could not seem to stop staring at him. He was, in
truth, something to behold.

“Have I?” he said. Her gaze went instantly to his
mouth. He had a most beautifully drawn mouth. “Kept you
waiting?”

“Do you know this man?” Mr. Grey asked.

She turned in the most wooden and ungracious manner
imaginable to face Mr. Grey. She did not know Mr. Grey either. He,
too, looked like no man of her acquaintance. He did not even look
English, which was the entire point in following him, wasn’t
it?

“Of course we know each other,” he of the curling
hair said, still holding her arm. She looked down at his hand on
her elbow. He had quite a large hand. She looked quite delicate in
his grasp. She quite liked the sensation. Elaine was the tallest
woman in her family, and in her family tree; she had not felt
delicate since the age of eleven.

“Do you need my help? Is he accosting you?” Mr. Grey
asked, stepping quite close to her and to her mysterious Galahad.
Or perhaps Mr. Grey was her Galahad. She was so very confused. This
was not going at all according to plan. Had there been a plan?

“Don’t be absurd,” Galahad said.

“Miss?” Mr. Grey asked, his black eyes sparkling like
jet.

She could hear barks of shock and delight from the
yew. This was surely more than Emeline and Eleanor had expected. Or
perhaps it was exactly what Eleanor had expected. She was coming to
believe Eleanor Kirkland capable of anything.

It was a foolish woman, indeed, who trailed an
Indian. Perhaps she should have been a bit more afraid.

He was an Iroquois. He was certainly entirely capable
of killing Galahad on the spot for no more cause than this.

“Of course. Yes,” she said, laying a hand upon
Galahad’s arm. He was as hard as stone. She made herself pat him in
a familiar manner. The sounds behind the yew grew more excitedly
high-pitched. “It is you whom I don’t know, sir.”

“You don’t?” Mr. Grey asked, grinning once more.

“Of course not,” she said as firmly as she could. She
drew herself up and lifted her chin. “You know perfectly well we
aren’t acquainted.”

“I can fix that. George Grey,” he said, dipping his
head to her, then looking at Galahad. “Now you can introduce her to
me and that will settle it.”

Galahad did not so much as blink. He said, “I don’t
think so, Mr. Grey. We do not require an introduction today.
Perhaps on some other occasion. Come, dear,” he said to her,
leading her down the path.

Elaine risked a quick glance back. Mr. Grey was
staring. The yew was quivering. She was only relieved that no one
was following them, not the Indian and not her friends. Friends.
Did friends throw one into an Indian’s path?

“He’s not following us,” she said.

“I hardly expected him to,” he said.

They walked on, her hand still on his arm. It felt so
very reassuring, so natural to be walking so with such a formidable
looking man. He had a military precision about him, a stiffness of
bearing . . . but no, not quite that. A stillness. There was a
stillness about him, about the lean, straight length of him that
was quite completely alluring.

“Thank you,” she said. “You rescued me, though from
what I am not certain. Still, I feel rescued.”

“You should not have been following him, you know,”
he said, casting a glance at her, his pale blue eyes looking most
disapproving. “He is an American Indian. They are not to be trifled
with. I can only assume that you did not know whom you approached
or you would have shown more caution. As to that, you should not be
wandering about the park without a chaperone.”

With every word out of his mouth, his allure lessened
by measurable degrees. She removed her hand from his arm.

“I was not alone, sir.”

“You appeared very alone,” he said.

It was quite interesting that what had appeared to
her only moments ago as stillness and precision suddenly seemed far
more like arrogance and superiority.

“I was not. Thank you again for whatever it was you
believed you were doing, and I will choose to believe you acted out
of generosity of spirit and not something less flattering, but I
must return to my party. We both know that it is not at all correct
for you and I to be alone. We have not been introduced, have
we?”

Before he could touch her again, and she did wonder
if he would, perhaps even a small part of her almost wanted him to,
she turned on her heel and strode back the way she had come. Mr.
Grey was not in sight. Nor were Eleanor and Emeline.

Wonderful. They had abandoned her to a strange man
who had very insulting ideas about her.

“I cannot, in good conscience, leave you alone,
miss,” he said, keeping pace with her.

“My friends are nearby. I am not alone,” she said,
staring at the yew tree. It stood as still as trees normally did,
and as silently.

“You appear quite alone to me.”

“Appearances can deceive,” she said, thinking of him
and his stray curl. How that errant curl looked so playful and
charming. How fully he was neither.

“Allow me to escort you home,” he said, taking her
elbow.

“Without an introduction? What shall that do for my
reputation?”

“Certainly far less damage than being seen pursuing
an Indian, an Iroquois, if I judge rightly.”

Know it all.

“Everyone knows that Mr. Grey is the nephew of Lady
Dalby. That her nephew is an Iroquois is hardly a mystery,” she
said.

He gave her a look of pure astonishment. “If you knew
he was an Iroquois, why did you pursue him?”

“I was not pursuing him,” she said. “And,” she added,
seeing that he was opening his mouth to argue with her, “he is Lady
Dalby’s nephew. I don’t suppose you have anything ill to say about
Lady Dalby.”

“Nothing I would say in mixed company,” he said.

Prig.

Of course it was no secret to anyone that Sophia
Dalby had made her start as a courtesan, marrying her way into a
title. But what was that? Didn’t every woman not in possession of a
title want to marry into one? As to what should not be said in
mixed company, that observation was perhaps the most obvious. A man
never did want to hear what women wanted, what they really
wanted.

It was not the cut of his coat that
made the man, it was the cut of his coat of arms.

“Have you met the lady?” Elaine asked.

“I have not had the pleasure,” he said, still keeping
a firm grasp upon her arm.

They still walked side by side through the park. He
would not relinquish her. She did not find it flattering in the
slightest. Of all the ways to be ruined, walking in Hyde Park with
a man to whom she had not been introduced was perhaps the most
mundane way to do it. Elaine had no wish to be ruined, not at all,
but she had considered, as all carefully brought up women did, all
the ways she could be ruined and how to avoid every single one of
them. Ruined girls did not make stellar marriages, everyone knew
that. But if she were going to be ruined, and she was not, she did
not want to be ruined for anything so boring, so lacking in
romance, as a walk in a public park. In full daylight.

“I do think you should go,” she said, tugging at her
arm. He released her with mild reluctance.

“I shall. After I have escorted you home.”

Boring prig.

“As we have not been introduced, you can have no idea
where I live,” she said.

“I expect you shall inform me.”

“Your expectations shall be dashed.”

They walked along is stiff silence after that, he
holding her arm, she pretending that he was not holding her arm.
Being assaulted by the Iroquois would have been preferable to this
ludicrous abduction. When they reached Rotten Row, he stopped.

She, naturally, was forced to stop with him.

She sighed and tapped her foot.

He did not sigh and he did not tap. He looked askance
at her as if he had nothing more to do than wait for her to comply
with his last spoken wish.

Pompous prig.

“You are in Town for the Season?” he asked.

“Clearly.”

She sighed and lifted her chin in annoyance.

He did not sigh and he did not appear annoyed. It was
most contrary of him. She did not enjoy contrariness in people.
Then again, did anyone? But Elaine had always thought of herself as
a most congenial, most pleasant sort of woman. She was perhaps more
well-read than most women of her station, and she was, possibly, a
little too obvious about her mental acuity, but then there was that
saying about hiding a light under a bushel basket. She did not lug
baskets around with her, and she did not see any reason why she
could not be both congenial and well-educated.

Very few people seemed to agree with her. Needless to
say, she did not think that very congenial at all. She, being
excessively congenial, was prepared to get along with everyone
regarding nearly everything.

But not with this man and not in the midst of an
abduction.

“I am simply trying to help,” he said.

“You are not helping. You are hindering me,” she
said. “I would have thought that was obvious.”

“As a gentleman, I cannot leave you unescorted,” he
said, sounding almost bored.

“A gentleman would not abscond with me.”

“Abscond?” He looked askance at her, his dark curl
mocking her, his light eyes looking cold and judgmental. As if he
had any right to judge her, he who had made off with her. It was
beyond ridiculous.

“I assume you know the meaning of the word,” she
said, refusing to look at him.

The street was thronged with traffic, both foot and
horse, and she counted six piles of horse dung, one still steaming,
between where she was and where she wanted to go. Her house was not
too terribly far from Hyde Park, though she had not started for the
park from her house; no, she and Emeline Harlow had met at Eleanor
Kirkland’s home on Brook Street and walked to Hyde Park with Lady
Jordan, Eleanor’s aunt, who had grumbled in very indiscreet tones
the entire time about the inadvisability and inconvenience of
walking when carriages were readily available. Elaine, convivial as
always, had silently agreed with Lady Jordan but had held her
tongue as congenial people so often do. The point was to be in the
good graces of the entire Melverley clan, most especially Eleanor,
so that she could meet the very men her mother was determined for
her to meet. And so she had walked and made pleasant conversation
and once they had reached the Park, Eleanor had made quick work of
losing sight of Lady Jordan.

Elaine suspected that had been Eleanor’s plan from
the start.
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Of course it had been Eleanor Kirkland’s plan from
the very start to lose her aunt in the vastness of Hyde Park; it
was her plan to somehow lose her aunt’s chaperonage every day, but
she had not expected to lose Elaine Montford to a man. Two men, if
one counted Mr. Grey, and since Eleanor adored Indians, those she
knew and those she merely read about, she was ill-disposed to count
Mr. Grey. So. Miss Elaine Montford, in doing the most simple of
exercises, that of following a man without being detected, had been
not only detected, but taken up.

It was beyond ridiculous.

“Where is Miss Montford?” Lady Jordan, Eleanor’s
aunt, asked.

It should also be noted that Lady Jordan, who should
have remained lost, had found Eleanor and Miss Harlow rather more
quickly than was her usual practice.

Emeline Harlow kept her mouth shut and looked
innocently at Eleanor. Eleanor knew it was beyond her ability to
appear innocent, and her aunt knew her too well to appreciate the
effort in any regard.

“She, uh,” Eleanor began, looking at Emeline for a
bit of help. Emeline continued to look innocent. “She is, that is
to say, she has met a friend,” Eleanor said, doing quite a fine job
of not squirming, if she did say so. Lady Jordan might be cup shot
more than she was sober, but Lady Jordan was never so drunk that
she couldn’t face an army of duke’s men with sabers raised with
nary a quiver. Lady Jordan was formidable, and that was quite a
polite way of putting it.

“And gone off? I hardly think her as ill-bred as all
that,” Lady Jordan said. “She was given into my charge, however
reluctantly,” and the reluctance was all on Lady Jordan’s part, of
that there was no doubt, “and she shall remain there until
redeposited into her mother’s keeping.”

Emeline Harlow continued looking innocent.

Eleanor began to have an increased respect for Miss
Harlow.

“Who is this friend and where have
they gone?” Lady Jordan said, looking about her with a peevish
air.

Aunt Mary, Lady Jordan, was quite short and quite
round and occasionally gave the appearance of a very shrewd house
cat, the sort who feasted not only on table scraps but also on
juicy mice who ran afoul of her. She looked very like that now.
Eleanor was determined that Elaine and not she play the part of the
mouse.

“Eleanor? I require an answer,” Lady Jordan said,
rather snappishly, too.

“We were not introduced,” Eleanor said.

“What do you mean, you were not introduced?” Lady
Jordan said, pouncing. Emeline Harlow pressed her lips together and
took a step backward. “I must insist that you stay precisely where
you are, Miss Harlow,” Lady Jordan said, pinning Emeline with a
cold stare. “I will not suffer another girl in my keeping to wander
off.” Emeline froze, eyes wide. “How is it possible,” Lady Jordan
said, turning her blue gaze back onto Eleanor, her eyes looking
more feral by the moment, “that Miss Montford did not make the
introductions?”

It was not possible. That was the problem.

“They seemed in a hurry,” Eleanor said.

“There is no situation in which a proper introduction
is deemed too onerous, too untimely, a duty,” Lady Jordan said. It
was quite, quite true. Really, Eleanor simply had to learn to lie
better. She was a passable liar if she had the time to work
something up. Deceiving on the spur of the moment, in the instant
when one most needed a credible lie, was not one of her personal
strengths. It was so inconvenient, so often. “What is the woman’s
name? I don’t suppose you know her, Miss Harlow?”

Eleanor looked at Emeline with a small degree of
satisfaction. She could not remain silent, looking impossibly
innocent now.

“It was not a woman, Lady Jordan,” Emeline said. “I
do not know him, I’m afraid.”

It would have been far better for Emeline Harlow to
keep her indiscreet mouth closed.

Lady Jordan’s blue eyes narrowed, her pupils
expanding. “Do you mean to tell me that you allowed Miss Montford
to wander off with an unknown man?”

“We assumed he was known to her,” Eleanor said, and
then wished instantly she had not.

“As she did not introduce him, one can only assume he
was not!” Lady Jordan snapped. “Miss Montford, wandering off with a
strange man in Hyde Park, and I her chaperone.”

And here was when Eleanor’s vast reading of
Shakespeare and Fielding paid her back tenfold, for this was the
moment when she saw the way clear of the entire mess, all of them,
Eleanor, Emeline, Elaine and her aunt. The mysterious gentleman was
on his own in securing his own reputation, if he could. She rather
thought he’d have rough time of it.

War was a brutal business, especially the wars waged
between men and women during the London Season.

“I am quite certain she did not want to wander off
with him, Aunt Mary. In fact, it was very clear to both of us,” she
said, making certain that the innocent looking Miss Harlow was in
this with her to the hilt, “that she wanted to get away from him,
to return to us, and to you, but that he simply wouldn’t allow
it.”

“Do you mean to say that he made off with her?” And
here the most wonderful thing happened; Lady Jordan asked this of
Emeline. “Against her wishes and consent?”

“It did appear so,” Emeline said, and when Eleanor
gave her a hard look, added, “most definitely so.”

“An abduction,” Aunt Mary said. “In Hyde Park. In
full daylight. ‘Tis not to be believed.”

“We were all witnesses to it, weren’t we?” Eleanor
said, staring at her aunt. “What could we have done? Poor Miss
Montford was quite at his mercy.”

“She did appear so,” Emeline added.

Lady Jordan, who could, if she chose, look as feeble
and vapid as women of her years and situation were reputed to look,
looked quite the opposite now. Now she looked as hard and
calculating as a Roman general facing the barbarians at the
gate.

“You are certain she did not know him?” Lady Jordan
asked.

“We were not introduced,” Eleanor said, because they
had not been and that did settle the matter in minds which very
much wanted it to be settled.

“We shall inform Melverley first,” Lady Jordan said
briskly. Assuming they would find him at home, but it was a good
plan as it would delay the next inevitable step. “Then Melverley
shall report the incident to Mr. Montford. He must be made aware
that his daughter . . . well, best let him put a name to it. We
shall not.”

They might not put a name to it aloud, but they all,
most assuredly, had put a name to it.

Eleanor only hoped that it did not go quite that far.
She actually liked Elaine Montford.
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The Marquis of Melverley was not at home. No one had
thought he would be. Melverley did not return home until 6, when he
dressed for another evening of debauchery and drunken revelry.
Until the hour of 6, he was snug in the embrace of his mistress. Or
some nameless light skirt. Melverley could barely distinguish which
and if he did not bother to make the distinction, certainly no one
else would.

It was for this reason that the Eleanor and Aunt Mary
had the leisure to sit about Melverley House until the hour of 6
with absolutely no guilt at the delay in alerting Mr. Montford
about his daughter’s possible disappearance. It was a topic of
discussion that was entirely appropriate for two gentlemen to have;
for a woman to have informed Mr. Montford that his daughter had
disappeared from Hyde Park with a mysterious man was not a
conversation a proper and dignified woman should have. Or that was
Aunt Mary’s argument.

Melverley did not appear to care for Aunt Mary’s
argument.

“Do you mean to tell me that you lost the girl?” he
said.

“She wandered off,” Aunt Mary said.

“The purpose of a chaperone is to prevent girls
wandering,” Melverley said.

Melverley, Eleanor’s father, was quite a large man,
quite full through the chest, and quite bluff in his manner. Bluff
and brusque. And normally cup-shot. In fact, he was so normally
cup-shot that it was quite a feat to catch him stone sober. Eleanor
had learned from an early age to recognize every point on his daily
journey between drunk and sober. He was sober now. Something must
have gone terribly wrong with his mistress today.

Aunt Mary, who was sister to Melverley’s dead wife,
and who had lived with Melverley for most of her life as a stop-gap
mother to Melverley’s daughters, did not live in fear of Melverley.
Far from it. Aunt Mary was often cup-shot as well. Aunt Mary,
Eleanor suspected, went through at least two bottles a day. Aunt
Mary was also, unfortunately, sober. She had not been sober in the
Park, but they had been home quite some time and she had not
consumed anything, including her tea, which did tell the tale quite
precisely regarding her state of mind.

Eleanor was quite, quite certain that having both
Melverley and Aunt Mary sober at the same time, and in this
situation, was a very bad thing.

“When did you plan to inform Mr. Montford?” this from
Melverley, who was towering over Aunt Mary in a threatening
manner.

Aunt Mary was not to be threatened. Aunt Mary, who
had been a petite and delicate beauty in her youth and was now a
plump and short matron with untidy gray hair, lifted her chin and
faced the tower that was Melverley boldly.

“I did not plan to inform Mr. Montford at all, as
must be plain even to you, Melverley. That is your province
entirely. It would not have been at all proper for me to delve into
those waters.”

“For a woman who has lost her charge, you seem damned
particular about the proprieties.”

“Language, Melverley,” she scolded, casting a look at
Eleanor.

“Damned particular,” he repeated, with considerable
emphasis.

To say that growing up in the Melverley household was
a lesson in propriety and proper deportment would have been a bald
lie.

“You will do your duty, naturally,” she said.

“Of course,” he said, and when Aunt Mary visibly
relaxed, he added, “and you both shall accompany me. I’m certain
that Mr. Montford will want every detail of the encounter. Who
better to provide it?”

And so it was that Eleanor and Aunt Mary had to face
Mr. Montford, Melverley a far from comforting presence at their
backs.

Oh, Melverley sober was a cold, implacable man.
Eleanor much preferred him drunk.

The Montfords lived in a nice house on a tidy street.
It was not a spectacular house on an impressive street, but not
everyone could live in Melverley House on Brook Street, could they?
Or, more impressively, Hyde House on Piccadilly, where Eleanor
actually spent most of her time. Of course, that was the entire
point of Elaine making a proper match, to improve upon her address.
Everyone understood that. That Elaine’s chances of doing that,
having been snatched up by that strange man, had dropped to almost
nil was something everyone took very, very seriously. Even
Eleanor.

Mr. Montford, tall and auburn-haired, did not take
the news well. Melverley, without even the support of a swallow of
rum, faced him squarely. It was in times such as these, thankfully
few, that Eleanor thought that her father did seem very much the
marquis. Eleanor was not accustomed to thinking well of her father.
It was a strain to her emotional stability.

“Some man made off with her?” Mr. Montford said,
beginning to pace.

“I believe it was more an instance of your daughter
having wandered off,” Melverley said.

“You lay this at her door?” Montford said, his voice
a growl.

“Of course not,” Melverley said, though Eleanor was
quite sure he would like to do just that.

“And where were you, if I may ask, Lady Jordan?”
Montford said. “My daughter was given into your care, after all. I
had thought a woman of your age and manner would be quite more than
enough to discourage rogue men from making free with my
daughter.”

There was an implied insult in that observation,
Eleanor was certain of it. By the glimmer in Aunt Mary’s eyes, Mary
was equally certain of it.

“I am hardly capable of throttling a man, sir,” Mary
said.

“Were you even close enough to have throttled, given
that you could?” Montford said.

And there was the crux of the entire misadventure.
Eleanor had so hoped to have avoided this precise question. There
was no side-stepping it, was there?

Melverley said nothing. Aunt Mary said nothing.
Montford looked ready to explode, which would have forced Eleanor
to say something immediately, when the entire moment was crushed by
the arrival of Elaine Montford and her mystery man.

Eleanor wanted to kiss them both.
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As was to be expected, the entire story was absurd,
the sort of thing narrated in a particularly annoying nursery
rhyme. It was a silly, impossible sort of tale that no one would
ever actually believe. Unfortunately, they were stuck with it.

They did amend it somewhat, a mutually agreed upon
deception that would serve them both equally well, but no amendment
could save it from being a ridiculous bit of farce in the same vein
as poisoned apples and magic beans.

Elaine lifted her chin and recited the tale to the
combined mass of outraged and relieved, Eleanor Kirkland showing
the most relief, her father the most outrage, people in the drawing
room. She had not expected such a large audience but it had been a
most unexpected sort of day. To put it mildly.

“I happened to meet Captain Ellery in the Park,”
Elaine began before her father could gather breath to begin a
tirade that would last hours, if not days. Her father was normally
a calm man, until he got truly angry and then he was angry for
days, throwing things about, shouting when one would have supposed
the whole issue to have been settled. Her father’s anger was rather
like a tiger in a cage; once the cage was sprung, getting the tiger
back inside was a terrible chore. “As you may remember, Papa,
Grandmama Godwinson used to holiday in Cornwall regularly and she
and Captain Ellery’s grandmother were friends.”

“How does that explain---” her father began, the vein
on his forehead beginning to bulge. Elaine cut him off.

“Captain Ellery’s mother was aware of the
connection,” Elaine said, beginning to feel slightly at sea.

“If I may continue?” Captain Ellery said, stepping
forward to stand slightly in front of her, a rather valiant act
under the circumstances. No one denied him the opportunity to
continue. In fact, Eleanor sat down upon a chair, her hand on her
chin, eyes alight with interest. “My mother---”

“Mrs. Ellery,” Eleanor prompted.

“Yes. Mrs. Ellery,” Captain Ellery said, giving
Eleanor a rather curious look, “was aware that Miss Montford was in
Town for the Season and wished to make her acquaintance, the family
connection being so old, yet having grown so thin.” Here Eleanor
made a noise in her throat that sounded too much like a chuckle.
Lady Jordan promptly sat down next to her niece and glared at her.
Eleanor looked instantly less delighted. “I was sent to drop my
card at your home, Mr. Montford, an invitation to dine with us
being my mother’s fondest hope.”

“You did not drop your card,” her father said, the
vein still quite animated.

“As it happens, purely by chance,” Captain Ellery
said, still looking her father full in the face, which was
impressive, “I happened upon Miss Montford in the Park.”

“Yes, that much is known to be true,” her father
said.

“It is all quite true,” Elaine said, taking a seat
upon the least comfortable chair in the room, just to be polite.
“Our grandmothers were friends, Mrs. Ellery knew of the connection
and wished to renew it, and Captain Ellery happened upon me in the
Park on his way to drop his card here.”

“And then?” her father said, his vein looking
slightly less robust.

“And then I was stung by a bee,” Elaine said, “and so
Captain Ellery kindly took me to his home, which is much closer to
Hyde Park than ours, and Mrs. Ellery bathed the wound in vinegar
and put a cold compress on it. And we took tea. The three of
us.”

Absurd. Ridiculous. Yet much of it was the truth.
Most of it. The necessary bits.

The room was silent for far longer than was
comfortable. The ladies were seated in what they each hoped was a
casual posture and which were not even remotely casual. The
gentlemen all stood, each looking prepared to believe anything
which would not force them to court scandal by having to be
involved in a rushed, forced marriage resulting from a very shoddy
bit of chaperoning.

In that, everyone in the room was in complete
accord.

It was this common desire to
believe, to make the whole day something unremarkable, to treat her
disappearance from the Park with a strange man and then to be
absent for hours from her assigned chaperone, that kept every mouth
firmly shut. No one asked how Captain Ellery could possibly have
known who she was, or why she would walk off with a man to whom she
had not been formally introduced. No one asked to see the bee
sting. No one remarked upon the odd coincidence of the whole thing.
No one even mentioned that had Mrs. Ellery accompanied Elaine home
it would have done far more good to her reputation than hearing the
tale from the man who had abducted her.

Oh, yes. It was still an abduction in Elaine’s mind.
What else? But to admit that would be to assign herself to a life
as Captain Ellery’s wife. She was hardly willing to aid in that
cause. Though, to be truthful, Captain Ellery did not seem
overjoyed at the prospect of taking her to wife. Hence, the
carefully rendered tale.

Yet these parts were true, unbelievably true: their
grandmothers had been friends, in the broadest definition of the
term. They had, most assuredly, known each other.

Mrs. Ellery had told her son, Captain Roger Ellery,
to drop his card at the Montford residence, something which Captain
Ellery, as he was a most disagreeable sort of man, had quietly
decided that he would do so only if it were highly convenient. By
that Elaine could only assume he meant if he happened to trip upon
the paving stones and his card somehow fell through a crack in the
Montford door.

She had been stung by a bee. Captain Ellery had
insisted, as he always was insistent about one thing or another,
that she be seen to by his mother, by which she had learned his
name, been taken to his home, been introduced to his mother, and
been doused in vinegar and water. Mrs. Ellery was quite an expert
on wounds and ailments, it appeared. Captain Ellery had, quite
properly, not witnessed the vinegar and cold compress soaking she
had endured, which, truthfully, had lessened the pain of the sting
quite a bit, but he had been staring at her neck ever since, at the
spot right behind her right ear where her hair had been arranged so
beautifully this morning and was now a complete ruin, she was
certain.

Staring and staring. It was most rude of him and
quite like him.

Still, the silence. She had no more words to throw
into that silence. She and Captain Ellery had not anticipated nor
prepared for this silence. They had, by necessity, come to an
agreement that would serve them both. She had been forced to
forgive him for his intrusion into her affairs in the Park. Well,
perhaps not truly forgiven, but she was of a practical turn of mind
and there was nothing to be gained by holding onto an anger that
would put a lie to everything they must have their parents
believe.

Captain Ellery had, of course, spun his mother a
tale. What else? The success of the lie depended upon her father
believing it and acting in accordance with that belief.

Her father stared at her, looking for some sign of
depravity in her most likely.

Her father, whom she loved, make no mistake, was of a
very passionate disposition. Her name, in fact, was chosen after
his third reading of an ancient text of an Arthurian tale. She was
therefore named Elaine, after a character, surely fictional, who
had died of grief when Lancelot left her. Elaine was nothing,
nothing at all, like that misguided girl. To die for love? To die
for a man who did not care to stay in place and do his duty by
loving in return?

Hardly.

Her mother had wanted to name her Matilda. Matilda,
the name of an English queen. It was a better fit than Elaine. But
it was too late now. Still, she did wonder if her father saw her as
Elaine when she was Matilda in her heart.

“Where did the bee sting you?” Eleanor Kirkland
asked, breaking the silence to bits. It was a relief and Elaine
communicated that relief to Eleanor with her eyes.

“On my neck. The back of my neck,” Elaine said.

“Odd thing for a bee to do,” her father said.

“It must have hurt very much,” Eleanor said. “I have
never been stung by a bee before. I hope to avoid it.”

“It was very painful,” Elaine said. “I was most
grateful for Mrs. Ellery’s care. She was most knowledgeable.”

“I was stung often as a boy,” Captain Ellery said.
“My mother, by necessity, became adept.”

“How often have you been stung?” Eleanor said, her
dark blue eyes gleaming.

“Five or six times, I should think.”

“That sounds quite ambitious. I think once must do
for me,” Eleanor said.

Bits of nonsense. Meaningless chitchat, and yet the
silence was broken and would stay broken. Lady Jordan asked Father
if she might have a sip of tea before departing into the chill of
late afternoon. Father mumbled an apology and rang for tea and then
remarked to Lady Jordan that the weather had been more damp than
was his preference. The Marquis of Melverley paid scant attention
to anyone in the room once Eleanor had asked about the bee.
Melverley walked to one of the four windows in the room and stared
out at the street, his hands behind his back.

Elaine could feel Captain Ellery relax, and so she
relaxed. They had done it! She glanced up at him and found him
looking down at her, his cool blue gaze upon her neck and the back
of her hair. She put a hand up without quite realizing it,
smoothing her hair, feeling the damp roots where the scent of
vinegar still clung, touching the tender spot where the bee had
made its mark.

And he stared and kept staring, and she felt herself
flush with discomfort and a sense of mild alarm, and was angry at
him all over again for everything.

There was something about Captain
Ellery that was most aggravating. It was beyond the fact that he
was overbearing and domineering, though he was certainly that; it
was that he was so very sure of himself and of what he was doing,
and he would not listen to a single word to the contrary. Even
though she had made it clear to him again and again that he
was wrong about
nearly everything.

He should have left her alone in the Park, once Mr.
Grey had been chased off, to be sure. That had been rather nice,
though hardly as heroic an act as he seemed to believe. He should
never have taken her to his home and introduced her to his mother,
which was how he had wormed her name out of her. She could refuse
him her name, but not the innocuous mature woman with shining warm
blue eyes who sat upon her divan in homey comfort. Elaine had
relinquished her name. Captain Ellery had smiled to hear it. It was
then that he had, on the spot, come up with the fabrication that he
had been to her home and dropped his card and found her in the Park
and whisked her to his mama to be tended.

In an instant, the merest of moments, the lies had
come tumbling out.

It was hardly a recommendation.

It was not the sort of skills a gentleman should be
proud to possess.

Captain Ellery, on the contrary, had seemed quite
pleased with himself, and of course, once the lies were told, his
mother snatching them up, believing them, acting on them, vinegar
and all, then what could she have done? He had caught her up neatly
in his scheme and that was that.

Now they were bound by a common
lie. A lie of necessity, but a lie, nonetheless.

Elaine was not so high-minded that she did not
believe a necessary lie was often the best choice in certain
situations; she did not, however, lie with as easy a way about it
as Captain Ellery did. He had not looked one bit guilty about it
either.

“If there is guilt to be found in this situation, I
will take my full portion of it,” Captain Ellery said at that
precise moment.

It was such a nuisance that he seemed so attuned to
her thoughts and leaped in ahead of them.

“I should think so as all the guilt is yours,” she
murmured, smiling as the tea things were brought in, leaning
forward in her uncomfortable chair. The house was not theirs. They
had not purchased the furnishings.The chair was too small for her
and the seat uneven. When one was living in a house that was not
one’s own, one made do. When she was mistress in her own house, she
would have only comfortable chairs. “What do you take in your tea,
Lady Jordan?” she asked, ignoring Captain Ellery who was looming
behind her chair.

“Sugar, if you would be so kind,” Lady Jordan said.
Lady Jordan, from Elaine’s brief acquaintance with her, was not
normally so . . . docile, was the word that leapt to mind.

“Lady Eleanor?” she asked as she handed Lady Jordan
her cup.

“Milk,” Eleanor said, and with a grin, added, “if you
please, Miss Montford. I do hope your wound is not aggravated by
pouring.”

“I believe it is,” Captain Ellery said. Captain
Ellery said! As if he had the right to speak for her. The man was
impossible. “It is looking quite red, the blister spreading.”

“I shall thank you not to speak for me, Captain
Ellery,” she snapped, her hand going to the wound and covering it.
It did feel hot.

Her father looked over at them from his place by the
door, too obviously eager for everyone to leave so that he could
question Elaine himself. Elaine was less eager for them to leave
almost instantly. She could manage her father, true, but that was
not to say that she enjoyed the exercise.

She had sounded too sharp with Captain Ellery. She
must maintain the lie that they were cordial.

Oh, how she wished she had any talent for
theatrics.

“I would be happy to pour,” Eleanor said, glancing at
Mr. Montford and Lord Melverley, both of them studying her. Bother
it all.

“Thank you so much,” Elaine said, rising to her feet
and walking across the room, leaving Captain Ellery behind, one
hoped.

It was not a day for hopes.

“You can’t be cross with me,” Captain Ellery said,
because he had followed her across the room and was now staring at
the same seascape that she was pretending to study. Of course he
had. “We are bound in this together. We must not give anyone cause
to doubt.”

“That you’re a liar? You are very good at it. I am
not. I clearly lack the experience.”

He stood a bit straighter and his eyes squinted a bit
more intensely. She had lived with her father all her life; she was
neither impressed nor intimidated.

“I am a soldier, Miss Montford. I do what is
necessary when the situation calls for it. I do not have the luxury
of choice that a woman of your standing does.”

Luxury of choice. There was a lie if ever there was
one. She had no choices. She had to marry well, to provide her
father and mother and two brothers will the life of luxury that
they all believed was due them. That there was an earl in their
family tree, and that they were a tiny, weak branch of that tree,
was the family calamity. Her duty was to marry and to marry well.
That was her only choice, and that was why she had to do her duty
and play her part in the fiction Captain Ellery had begun. She
could not be ruined. She could not be cast out of the Marriage Mart
upon her very first step into it. And she could not, would not,
find herself married to Captain Roger Ellery.

“Captain Ellery,” she said, a pleasing note to her
voice, entirely false but so necessary, “you must have been gone
from England for quite some time if you believe that young women of
my station, or standing, as you put it, have the luxury of choice.
I may not be a soldier, but I am under orders. May I assume you
know to what I’m referring?”

Roger Ellery, his pale blue eyes quite severely
slanted, gave her such a look in that moment. Such a look of
understanding and respect and empathy that, if she did not know him
as she did, she would actually be quite flattered by it. Still,
even knowing him, it was a look to make her tingle.

“Miss Montford, I do,” he said, his voice a warm and
husky murmur. The tingle quivered through her blood. “I am sorry to
have caused you distress. I thought I was saving you.”

He said the last with a smile, a small, crooked smile
that tipped the outer edges of his eyes down and corners of his
lips up so that he looked quite jovial.

Captain Ellery? Jovial?

“I know,” she said in an undertone.

The room felt too suddenly full, too noisy and busy
and chattery, and she felt the odd need to speak to him in
undertones and whispers, smiling secret smiles and speaking secrets
never meant to be shared.

“If you will allow me,” he said, “I will save you
still.”

His eyes were the lightest, cleanest blue. His nose
the most perfect shape, and his lips the most beguiling form. And
there was that curl of black hair that still, even now, twined
under his ear. Strange curl, to hover so.

“I am no damsel in need of saving,” she said. It was
a lie. She knew it was a lie. But she had to lie. In this lie there
was safety, a brand of anonymity that she desperately needed.

“Aren’t you?” he whispered.

Were there other people in the room? She couldn’t
tell anymore. Everything and everyone but Captain Roger Ellery was
pushed away and out of sight, out of hearing, out of mind. Had he
stepped closer? Was he not too close? Was his mouth not indecently
seductive?

“From what will you save me, Captain?” she asked.

“From myself, Miss Montford. I must save you from
myself,” he said, and he did not smile and there was no amusement
in his voice, and the quivering, shivering tingles caught fire.
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He was on fire for her. He could not have her, but
what was that? He had known from the moment he learned her name
that he could not have her, should he even want her. And he had not
wanted her, not at all, not at the start. He had thought to rescue
her from an Indian and he had, somehow and quite impulsively,
thrown her reputation high into the air to tumble end over end
until someone, somehow rescued it. And her. Rescued her.

She was stubborn. Hostile. As twitchy and nervous as
a falcon. There was nothing there to tempt a man, certainly not a
man who made his hard way in a harsh world under impossible
conditions.

But then she had been stung by that blessed bee and
she had not shrieked or even cried out. She had slapped the bee,
killed it, and tossed it from her in a single, smooth motion,
without even a hitch in her breathing in her tirade at him.

He had been charmed by that. What soldier would not
be?

How he had gotten her home was beyond him; he had
moved in a daze, dragging her along, and she had grumbled with
every footfall, yet too dignified to tug at his grasp. He had
introduced her to his mother and discovered her name when she had
been forced to relinquish it, and had seen the solution
instantly.

Miss Montford had, of course, gone along with it all
without hesitation and without giving the game away. She was that
kind of woman.

And then there was the matter of his mother. Miss
Montford had managed his mother.

She had actually managed his mother!

It bore repeating. In fact, he had been repeating it
for the past hour.

He didn’t know how it had happened or how she’d done
it, but Miss Elaine Montford had, without any outward show of force
or any female theatrics of the brand he was most familiar with,
managed to outwit his mother. By the end of a quarter hour, Miss
Montford had learned the jealousy guarded family recipe for blood
sausage, effortlessly diverted a conversation about a neighbor in
Cornwall whom his mother was particularly annoyed with for some
reason having something to do with hyacinths, and related some bit
of trivia from The Iliad that made his mother laugh.

The Iliad.

He and Miss Montford had departed with the promise of
a dinner together to renew the old family connection warm on her
lips, then the smile she threw to his mother dashed to the cobbles
the moment the door closed behind them. The footman, who had
witnessed both the throw and the dashing, had retreated a step, a
shocked look on his face.

Roger was familiar enough with Miss Montford by this
time to not be shocked by anything.

And then there was that damp spot on the nape of her
neck, the barest inch of fabric of her fichu showing a water mark.
Miss Montford’s shawl was midnight blue, yes, he was to the point
where he used romantic adjectives where none would have occurred to
him a mere day before, her dress was peacock blue, and her fichu
was creamy white. Her shawl matched her eye color precisely.

Yes. He had noticed.

Her skin was just a shade darker than her fichu.

Yes. Noted.

Her hair was straight as a lance and so light a brown
as to have the odd golden streak of color running through it.

Noted. All noted. All most abysmally and
uncomfortably noted.

He could not have Miss Montford. He
would be a very fortunate man indeed to be able to afford any wife
at all, but a wife such as Elaine Montford? He could never reach so
high. Her uncle was the Earl Aysgarth and her father wanted another
earl in the family, in his
family, and Elaine was the only one who could
perform that miracle of transfiguration.

He knew all this from his mother, naturally. His
mother had it from Edwina Ardenzy, an old spinster who was
possessed of a wealthy brother who had two marriageable twin
daughters of rare beauty who would not be interested, quite
logically, in anything less than an earl, what with their father’s
wealth being what it was. All that was to say that Roger had
nothing to fear from the Ardenzy twins, as if that had been upmost
in his thoughts.

Edwina Ardenzy had heard about Elaine Montford from
her milliner, who was quite in the pocket of the Countess of
Helston, who as her husband never left his Cornwall estate left her
quite free to spend the Helston money on fashionable articles, most
especially hats. As Lady Helston lived in Cornwall, at least on
holidays, and the Montfords were from the same general district, it
was all on quite good authority and in the realm of general
knowledge that Elaine Montford must marry into the peerage or her
father, who seemed so very genial on most occasions, but had,
according to one stableboy and one cook’s assistant, a very violent
temper, so that Elaine knew better than to cross him in this of all
things. The most important thing. The thing being to marry
well.

He remembered it all clearly. He did not attend to
everything his mother said, the stories tending to ramble so, but
he did have the odd knack of hearing and remembering things without
being much aware of doing so at the time. He might have made a good
priest, if England still maintained a fashion for priests.
Obviously, England had not.

The curious thing about his situation with Miss
Montford was that he had not wanted her upon first sight, and he
had not wanted her upon learning her name and family, both very
ordinary things when men wanted women, he had to assume. For him,
he had wanted her with the sting of a bee, with the abrupt
efficiency of the strike and the cool reaction to attack.

If he paused to think about it, he might consider
that highly irregular.

He decided not to think about it.

He was not going to marry Miss
Montford. Her father wouldn’t allow it. She wouldn’t allow it.

He rather liked that about her. The sting and then
the strike. Yes, that was Miss Montford, precisely.

He could help her, and would help her. He would enjoy
every moment of helping her and then, when her reputation was clear
of all possible scandal, he would fade out of her life. That is, if
she didn’t shove him out of it first.

“How will you do that, Captain Ellery?” she said, her
beautiful mouth the most plummy shade of red.

Yes, he used the word plummy. Let no one say that
when Roger Ellery fell in love that he did not fall hard and fast.
Actually, let no say that Roger Ellery fell in love in any manner
whatsoever. That was how he must save her.

“By creating and then firming that familial
connection which we began today. My family is from Cornwall, as is
yours. We must build upon that connection until it seems to the
idle gossips that we have been neighbors from childhood and are old
friends. Nothing more. Nothing scandalous.”

“We live nowhere near each other.”

“No, but how many people have ever been to
Cornwall?”

She smiled and her eyes shone. Hell, even her hair
shone gold when she smiled.

Hard, fast, and foolishly.

“We met in the Park and we walked together to see
your mother. It was entirely innocent, even mundane.”

It had not been mundane. It had been the opposite of
mundane. She had to realize that. He could not be so alone in
this.

“I think, Miss Montford, that we must be content with
innocent. I cannot convince anyone that anything about you is
mundane, I fear.”

Her eyes glowed. Her skin glowed. Her lips looked
like ripe . . . . He was not going to say it, even to himself.

“The invitation to dine will be sent immediately,”
she said.

“Your father will allow it?” he said.

Her eyes shimmered, the light of her intellect
shining out like starlight. “Of course. It is the only way to quell
all rumor, is it not?”
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“The rumor is that he swept in and carted her off
without so much as a by-your-leave,” Elena Ardenzy said. “It sounds
simply marvelous.”

“You don’t mean that,” Elizabeth Ardenzy said.

The Ardenzy girls were twins. They were identical
twins, yet they were not identical in any way that mattered. Lady
Sarah Godwinson, younger daughter of the Earl of Aysgarth, had
learned that nearly instantly. The Ardenzy twins, blond, blue-eyed,
and porcelain-skinned were ravishingly beautiful in that most
perfectly English manner. Sarah and her elder sister, Susan, were
black of hair and of olive complexion. It was not the English
standard definition of beauty. Still, as they were the daughters of
an earl, they should do well on the Marriage Mart. As their father
was Aysgarth, that dimmed their chances slightly.

“I do mean that,” Elena said. “I should love to be
carted off. By the right man, of course.”

“And there’s the problem,” Sarah said. “I don’t
believe the girl gets to choose.”

“That is a problem,” Elena said, scowling
slightly.

They were in Madame LaCroix’s millinery shop, huddled
in a corner, away from their chaperones so that they could indulge
in a good gossip. They had not known each other before coming Out,
Aysgarth being most particular regarding his daughters’
acquaintances, but as they were all Out this Season, they had
formed a loose and entirely cordial connection. They were nothing
so serious as a coalition, but they were casually in league, one
girl helping the other in whatever manner she could, the sharing of
gossip being the most useful thing they did for one another. At
least so far. Who knew what the Season might bring?

They were Susan and Sarah Godwinson, Elizabeth and
Elena Ardenzy, Emeline Harlow, Camille and Delphine Thorn, and
Eleanor Kirkland. Of course Eleanor Kirkland. She was the one who
had rounded them up and made them a not quite coalition.

Lady Eleanor was of a most ambitious frame of mind,
in everything, but most particularly in marriage. Eleanor thought
that a woman should choose a man and not the other way around, an
idea that Sarah had come to at the age of twelve but was helpless
to put into practice. Eleanor had ideas about that, ideas that
Sarah strongly suspected came directly from Sophia Dalby.

To say that Aysgarth detested Lady Dalby was putting
it sweetly.

Aysgarth had no use for
female nonsense, as he
put it, and so did not know which females were friends and which
were not and so he was quite ignorant of nearly everything that
mattered to his daughters, which had its advantages.

“Eleanor was there. What did she say happened?”
Elizabeth asked.

“I haven’t spoken to her,” Sarah said. “Susan saw her
at an At Home at Helston House but couldn’t get a moment alone with
her. Del whispered something about an Indian and Lord Raithby’s
horse, but that was all she could say before Lady Helston swept us
apart.”

“Lord Raithby’s horse?” Elizabeth said. “I hadn’t
heard about a horse. Was the gentleman on a horse? I thought he was
afoot.”

“There’s always a horse when Lord Raithby is
mentioned,” Elena said. “I can’t think what Lord Raithby has to do
with any of this.”

It was well known that Camille Thorn, third daughter
of the 6th Earl of Helston, was hopelessly in love with Lord
Raithby, only son of the 3rd Earl of Quinton. As Delphine and
Camille were sisters and both Out, it was not hopelessly off the
mark to conclude that Camille had added Raithby to the story. She
was fixated.

“It seems beside the point. Lord Raithby is not the
man who carted Elaine off,” Susan said. “What I can’t understand is
why she is not ruined by it. Isn’t being swept away by a strange
man the very definition of ruination?”

Because if there were a way to be swept away and not
be ruined, she was definitely interested.

“Hadn’t you heard that part?” Elena said, blue eyes
glittering in excitement. Her aunt, the dour Miss Ardenzy, lifted
her head from a bolt of fabric on the opposite side of the small
shop and gave the girls a searching look. They all instantly smiled
and looked as innocent as possible. Susan had always said that
Sarah had a talent for looking innocent. It did come in handy.

When Miss Ardenzy returned to her fabric study, Elena
continued, “They are neighbors in Cornwall, though they had not
seen each other in years and there was some confusion as to
identities at the start. He rescued her because she was stung by a
bee; he escorted her to his home to be attended to by his
mother.”

“Confusion as to identities?” Elizabeth said. “I
suppose that means they did not recognize each other? That he did,
in fact, make off with her without knowing her name?”

“Don’t forget the bee,” Sarah said. “I’m sure there
must be some importance placed on the bee.”

“A bee and a horse,” Elena said. “I think there is
entirely too much animal involvement in this story. It sounds like
a particularly odd fable.”

“We need to talk to Emeline and Eleanor. They were
there. They will know what happened,” Sarah said.

“I haven’t seen Eleanor since it happened,” Elizabeth
said.

“Lady Jordan is likely keeping a close watch on her,”
Sarah said.

“That sounds immensely unpleasant,” Elena said.

It most certainly did.
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“I only have a moment before my aunt drags me off,”
Eleanor said, “but did you really get stung by a bee?”

“That’s the part of the story that concerns you?”
Elaine asked. “You astonish me. And I don’t know why I’m still
speaking to you. I could have been ruined by that little adventure
in the Park!”

Eleanor smiled, an impish smile that contained not a
whisper of guilt. “Admit it. It was the most fun you’ve had this
Season.”

“It would have been a fine ending to a Season barely
begun,” Elaine said.

“But what an ending,” Eleanor said, again,
impishly.

Elaine couldn’t help herself. She laughed. Eleanor
Kirkland was impossible to dislike or distrust, though she did give
one the shivers from time to time. She was fearless and she
encouraged all around her to be equally fearless. Shivers,
indeed.

“I was stung by a bee. We are, in case you are
interested, neighbors in Cornwall.” Eleanor raised her narrow
brows. “Though we didn’t know that at the time. But it’s the only
thing keeping me from ruin. You do understand that, don’t you? I
can’t be ruined now. My father would have a roaring fit.”

“Perhaps he’d be the better for it,” Eleanor said
with a shrug.

“I’m not willing to take the chance,” Elaine said.
“You understand, don’t you? I must marry well. My family is
depending upon it.”

“Yes. Families are like that, aren’t they?” Eleanor
said. It did not sound a bit encouraging. “But what is Captain
Ellery like? He looks divine.”

“He’s the furthest thing from it,” Elaine said,
willing herself to believe it. Something had happened to her,
something odd and unexpected and uncomfortable. Roger Ellery had a
way about him, a quiet, nearly sneaky way of diving under her
hostility and coming up on her soft side. The side which couldn’t
remember the sort of man she must marry and the well-trod path to
finding him.

A Season in Town, coming Out, attending parties and
assemblies and musicales, meeting a man who was willing and
appropriate and then allowing him to lead her to the altar, her
father brimming with approval, her mother looking relieved, and her
brothers looking satisfied.

That was the story she had been taught since the
cradle. Her nanny had endorsed it, approved it, smiled upon it.
Elaine was to be the salvation of her family. She was to raise them
up and keep them up. Up, into the upper reaches of Society. Up,
where they truly belonged.

She had never, not really, balked against the story.
She had an important part to play and she had been equipped since
birth to play it. She was born to do this. It had felt natural,
logical, and morally unassailable.

Until Captain Roger Ellery had taken her arm in the
Park and walked off with her in his grip.

Until Captain Roger Ellery had introduced her to his
mother and smiled in childish delight to see them get on so. She
had never felt such approval over such a small act. Mrs. Ellery was
a talkative, sociable woman stuck in a life of lonely solitude. She
was bored. She was restless. She made the best of her situation and
the worst of her health, and loved her son with all her heart.

Naturally, Elaine had seen almost immediately that
Captain Ellery did not understand his mother in the least. Sons
were often that way about their mothers; she had seen her brothers
perform the same sort of mistaken assumptions upon her mother, a
woman who loved her family even as she feared her husband’s
displeasure. Women were far more nuanced than men liked to think.
She had decided that early on; it was why she was able to manage
her father even as he thought he was managing her.

Oh, she, like her mother, did not enjoy the fury of
her father’s temper, but she also knew it was a storm that passed,
as all storms do, and that she would still be standing at the end
of it. If her father lost control of his emotions, that did not
mean that she must lose control of hers.

She would not fear him. But he did not need to know
that. It gave him an odd sort of pleasure to think that he was
feared. Men were often that way.

But Captain Ellery was not. One had only to see him
with his mother to understand that. He was bemused by her but not
enraged. He wanted to please her but would not succumb to her
pleadings. He was gentle with her, loving, kind, and patient.

In a word: chivalrous.

It was what he attempting in the Park, an act of
chivalry that came naturally to him, even if it was misguided.

Chivalry. Did anyone ever speak of chivalry
anymore?

There as an odd, old-fashioned glimmer in the word.
It made a glow around her heart.

She did not have room in her life for glows that did
not come with titles.

“The furthest thing?” Eleanor said.

“Perhaps not the furthest,” Elaine allowed, smiling a
bit. “He was trying to do the right thing, I must allow, and he
continues to do so. We are to have Mrs. and Captain Ellery over to
dine tonight, to perfect the story and put an end to all
gossip.”

“Oh, I don’t think there can ever be an end to all
gossip,” Eleanor said. “That defeats the entire purpose of having a
Season in Town. No one would spend all that money if there were no
gossip.”

“Lady Dalby?” Elaine said.

Eleanor laughed. “Yes, she said it first, but it is
so true, isn’t? I think it must be a motto for us. Spend Money,
Spread Gossip? Does that work?”

“Not for me. The motto for my Season is Marry Once,
Marry Well.”

“That’s everyone’s motto.”

“For good reason,” Elaine said.

“Perhaps it should be, Carried Off On Wings Of
Love.”

“That sounds terrifying.”

“I was trying to work the bee in,” Eleanor said,
giggling.

“Miss Montford,” Lady Jordan said, interrupting them
at the glovers display case. “Where is your chaperone? You have not
wandered again, I trust.”

“Worry not, Lady Jordan. My mother is resting in the
retiring room. She will out again directly.”

Lady Jordan, a woman of diminutive statue, gave
Elaine a cold, hard look and then nodded briskly. “I’m relieved to
hear it. Come, Eleanor. We have other stops to make.”

Eleanor smiled at Elaine and followed Lady Jordan to
the door. At the door, she turned and said, “Enjoy your dinner,
Miss Montford. Remember the motto.”

Which motto? The one she had been born to fulfill or
the other one that cast a glow around her heart?

Pointless question, really, wasn’t it?
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Elaine’s father was no fool. He understood the
necessity of having the Ellerys to dine and he understood that
necessity of having witnesses. That didn’t mean that his emotional
state was in lock-step with his intellect.

“I don’t see why we had to invite half the damn
town,” he said, pulling at his left cuff.

“Because we need half the damn town to agree that
Elaine wasn’t ruined. If not, we shall all be ruined,” Robert, her
eldest brother said.

Robert and Henry, both younger than she, were quite
old enough to know the facts of the situation. Like her, they had
known them since the cradle. The Montford universe was entirely
well-ordered.

“I notice Lord Aysgarth and his daughters declined,”
her father said.

“You know that he declines nearly everyone,” Elaine’s
mother said.

Elaine’s mother was not brow-beaten, not truly. She
was cautious and careful and kind, traits which worked very well
when paired with her father’s habits of being temperamental,
prickly, and tautly-strung. To be fair, when her father had married
her mother, he had assumed that a familial and cordial (and
profitable) connection to the Earl of Aysgarth would follow, their
grandparents having been siblings. Aysgarth was not of so
sentimental a nature. How their grandparents had been related was
of no interest to him. Her father’s disappointment and
disillusionment had burned a bitter hole in his mind.

In truth, Elaine was more of Aysgarth’s frame of mind
than her father’s, and perhaps that was the only hint of their
familial connection. She did not see why grandparents being
siblings in any way required money or connection between the
descendants. She was quite certain she would not know Aysgarth on
sight, though she was delighted to have made the beginnings of a
friendship with his daughters, her cousins. They were lovely women.
She had Eleanor Kirkland to thank for that, as for so much
else.

But that did not include her ridiculous
motto-making.

Certain truths were not up for debate, marrying well
being first and foremost among them.

“The Countess Helston declined,” her father said,
picking at a loose thread on his cuff.

The loose thread was an aberration. They were not
short of funds; her mother had enjoyed quite a nice dowry and her
father was a most particular man who paid attention to everything
nearly obsessively, and that included his accounts. No, the search
for a title was a thing wanted for its own sake. Her family was
hardly alone in that.

“And thank goodness she did,” her mother said,
plumping a cushion in the front drawing room. “We should have had
far too many women and not enough men. It was difficult enough to
round out the numbers without three more women added in.”

“We are all from Cornwall,” Robert said.

Elaine had never been able to decide if Robert was
like her father because he chose to be or because he naturally was.
He had been parroting her father’s sentiments for as long as she
could remember.

“And it would look most peculiar if we only invited
people from Cornwall,” Elaine said. “As if we were colluding.”

“Aren’t we?” Robert said, giving her a nasty
look.

Elaine didn’t bother to reply.

“I’m delighted with our guest list,” her mother said.
“It should be a sparkling evening.”

“The Marquis of Melverley was required to come,” her
father said, just to be difficult, Elaine was certain.

“The Marquis of Melverley,” her mother said, snapping
off the loose thread with brisk authority, “cannot be required to
do anything. That is a well known fact, dear, which even you must
admit.”

“It seems I must,” he said, sparing her a smile.

For all his quirks, her mother did seem to genuinely
love her father. Elaine had never been able to puzzle that out. She
found her father exhausting.

The guest list was impressive and far beyond their
normal sphere. The Marquis of Melverley, Lady Jordan, Lady Eleanor,
her sister Lady Louisa, Lady Louisa’s husband, Lord Henry Blakesley
and his brother Lord Josiah Blakesley who were the Duke of Hyde’s
fourth and fifth sons, respectively. Add in Elaine and her brother,
Robert, Captain Roger Ellery and Mrs. Ellery and the list was
complete. A dinner for twelve. A most sparkling dinner for
twelve.
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Everyone arrived on time, which was cause for remark.
Everyone knew that Melverley did not arrive anywhere on time, not
even his mistress’s bed.

The house in Town was not theirs, yet it was a nice
house on a good street. The furnishings were quite fine, with the
exception of that one uneven chair, and the servants, who had come
with the house, were competent. It was not an exceptionally large
house, the rooms corresponding, so that twelve at table in the
dining room was just the right number that could be achieved
without crowding.

Still, Elaine felt crowded. Captain Ellery seemed to
fill the room and be everywhere she turned. True, he had not moved
from his chair and his chair was three down from hers and on the
opposite side, yet crowded she still did feel.

One would have imaged that the Marquis of Melverley,
who did have such a strong presence and quite a monumental
reputation, would have taken over the room and the conversation. He
did not. Lord Melverley had entered the house with a polite word to
her mother, a one word greeting for her father, a stern look for
Lady Jordan, a bland look at Lady Eleanor, and then he had
proceeded to nod when required and eat when the opportunity
presented itself.

The Marquis of Melverley did not sparkle.

Melverley’s elder daughter, Louisa, had so much
sparkle that she was in danger of causing a fire. Louisa and her
younger sister, Eleanor, were both red-haired and blue-eyed. They
were also both tallish and slender. It was much to have in common,
yet they were not very much alike. Louisa’s hair was orange fire,
her complexion white and flawless, and her eyes brilliant blue.
Eleanor’s hair was deep red, her complexion heavily freckled, her
eyes dark blue. And then there was the matter of their
dispositions. Eleanor was effervescent while Louisa was . . . the
only charitable word was disagreeable. In that, she was much like
her father.

“I’m not familiar with Cornwall,” Louisa said.

“Few are,” Elaine’s father said.

“Of course, I have heard that it is a prime location
for the hunt. Do you hunt, Mr. Montford?” Louisa asked.

“Avidly. Blissfully,” he answered.

“If a man does not hunt, he does not long survive in
Cornwall,” Elaine’s mother said on a trill of laughter.

Louisa smiled. It seemed a cold smile. Eleanor
watched her sister from across the table and grinned.

“Do you hunt, Lord Henry?” Elaine’s mother asked.

Lord Henry, Louisa’s husband and one of the many sons
of the Duke of Hyde, was blond and blue-eyed, like every son of the
Duke of Hyde. He was not a soft looking man, his features cast in
slanted, hard lines, yet there was a look of good humor in the
depths of his eyes, or so Elaine hoped.

“Not as often as I once did,” he said. “We do have a
tradition of sailing in my family and I have sailed along the coast
of Cornwall. Most challenging waters.”

“Turbulent, to say the least,” her father said.

“Dangerous, to say the most,” Louisa said. “I have
strongly urged my husband to refrain from dangerous
activities.”

“And his response?” Eleanor asked.

“To ignore me completely,” Louisa said, a quick smile
dancing about her mouth. “As you are well aware, Eleanor. Kindly
refrain from forcing me to state the obvious.”

“Kindly refrain from starting a row, dearest. We are
guests here,” Lord Henry said to his wife.

To which Louisa grinned and visibly softened. It was
a remarkable transformation.

“My husband loved the hunt,” Mrs. Ellery said, her
pale eyes watery in the candlelight. “He was most fond of deer and
as my father was quite skilled at grouse I came into my marriage
very thin on deer recipes. I had my work cut out for me at the
start.”

As a conversational sally, it fell with a thud. No
one at this table of superlatives ever need worry about recipes.
Certainly the Montfords had never given a thought to recipes; that
was Cook’s domain.

“It is appalling how ill-prepared a woman can be for
marriage,” Lady Jordan said, smoothing the moment. Lady Jordan, of
all people. Elaine was dumbstruck. “I do think that mothers can and
should do more to prepare their daughters for the rigors of the
marriage contract.”

“Rigors?” Lord Josiah Blakesley said. Josiah
Blakesley was the youngest of the Hyde sons and highly eligible. He
was also very handsome. It was somewhat of a surprise to Elaine
that Josiah and Eleanor exhibited not a single whiff of interest in
each other.

“Oh, certainly,” Elaine’s mother said. “There are so
many . . . adjustments to be made upon marriage. I only hope I have
prepared Elaine for them.”

Whereupon all eyes at the table turned to study
Elaine.

Elaine did not enjoy the scrutiny. Particularly from
Captain Ellery.

“And then there are the instructions a woman receives
regarding courtship, all the rules and standards which must be
adhered to,” Louisa said, eyeing Elaine. “Such a bother, aren’t
they, Miss Montford?”

“I haven’t given it much thought,” Elaine said.

“Clearly,” Louisa said, taking a bite of her
fish.

“And my wife knows all about ignoring the rules of
courtship,” Lord Henry said, giving Elaine a warm look of support.
“If I may ask, Miss Montford, Elaine is such an unusual given name.
Is there some significance?”

“Yes, I’m afraid there is,” she said, resolutely
ignoring Captain Ellery’s stare. “My father is an avid reader of
the classics.”

“Oh, heavens,” Lady Jordan said. “Not truly?”

“Really? That sounds marvelous,” Eleanor said. “Which
ones?”

“Don’t encourage my sister, Miss Montford,” Louisa
said. “She already gets far too many odd notions from books.”

Elaine smiled at this chorus of response and said,
“He was reading Arthurian tales, as it happens, and I was born at
precisely the wrong moment.”

“Or the right moment,” Roger Ellery said from his
side of the table. “Elaine is a beautiful name. It suits you.”

There was silence at that, whether awkward or
wonderful, Elaine could not determine. It was a silence that
stretched and expanded until Roger was the only one she was aware
of for a scant few moments.

Lady Jordan cleared her throat, and the silence was
broken.

“I remember Guinevere,” Eleanor said, “but not
Elaine. Who was she?”

“Lancelot loved Guinevere,” Elaine said, “and Elaine
loved Lancelot. When he left her, she pined for him and died.
Unrequited love played to its logical end, I suppose.”

“I don’t believe in unrequited love,” Eleanor
said.

“Quite rightly,” Lord Josiah said. “Defeats the
entire point of love.”

“To die of love lost,” Mrs. Ellery said, her eyes
looking particularly shimmery. “Yes, I can understand it.”

“Ah, but she died of love not returned, of love
abandoned, Mrs. Ellery,” Elaine said. “Not of love lost. Lancelot
never loved Elaine.”

Mrs. Ellery looked recovered and, smiling, cut into
her fish with vigor. “Yes, that’s right, isn’t it?”

“If the man I loved did not love me,” Elaine’s mother
said, “but then, I do not have that concern.”

“I think Elaine a beautiful name,” her father said.
“I did then. I do now.”

“As do I, sir,” Roger Ellery said, staring at her,
his gaze intense.

“I do not think the name suits me, I confess,” Elaine
said. “I would not be the sort of woman who dies of grief, who
loves where she is not loved in return.”

“I should hope not,” Louisa said.

“Wouldn’t you?” Lord Henry said to his wife. “How
reassuring.”

Whereupon, Louisa blushed and smashed her fish to
pieces with her fork.

“We are all love matches in my family,” Eleanor said.
“We hope to make a fashion of it.”

The table, at least the younger set, laughed at that.
The elders, not at all. And Robert, truly not at all.

“Marriage is a serious pursuit,” Robert said. He
sounded exactly like Father.

“One can be seriously in love,” Eleanor said.

“Or one can be not at all seriously in love,” Josiah
said.

“Flippantly in love?” Louisa said. “I don’t think so.
Then it is not love.”

“It need hardly be so serious that one die for love,”
Lady Jordan said. “Though one may wish to. At the time.”

Lady Jordan had enjoyed five glasses of wine and they
were only just finishing the fish course. Lord Melverley looked
down the table at his sister-in-law, his look enigmatic, and she
reached again for her glass.

“One should live for love,” Mrs. Ellery said. “That
is the gift of love. It makes life golden and bright.”

“Yes, it does that,” Elaine’s mother said, smiling at
Mrs. Ellery.

“Marriage is marriage and love is love,” Robert said.
“They are not often conjoined, at least not at the start.”

“You have a precise view of it,” Captain Ellery said.
“Perhaps when you are older and seeking a wife your perspective
will change.”

“I don’t see why,” Robert said.

“That is the voice of youth,” Roger Ellery said.
“There are no questions, only certainties.”

“You sound as old as time, Captain,” Elaine said. “I
had thought you younger.”

“I am not old, merely experienced.”

“Never say merely and experienced together,” Lord Henry
said. “Experience is too costly for that.”

Roger Ellery smiled in agreement and raised his glass
in a silent toast to Lord Henry.

The fish course was removed.

The meat course was served.

“I do think I may have misnamed my daughter,” Father
said. “She is not the sort of woman to die for love. Elaine is of a
very practical, efficient turn of mind. Her character is as solid
as stone. She will make the right man a good wife.”

If ever a girl sounded dull and solemn! Elaine dipped
her head and concentrated on cutting her meat, venison, as it
happened.

“My, you do sound daunting,” Louisa said. “What man
could resist such a list of qualities?”

“Louisa,” Lord Henry said.

“Yes?” she answered with an innocent look.

“It may be my military training,” Captain Ellery
said, “but I find efficiency and practicality to be very lacking in
most people and, therefore, highly desirable. Far more than the
dubious trait of dying for love.”

“And all because she loved the wrong man,” Robert
said. “Something my sister would never do.”

“I’m quite certain she would not,” Roger Ellery said.
“Your sister is not frivolous, nor is she reckless.”

“She knows her duty,” Robert said.

“She knows her own mind,” Roger said.

They were staring at each other with some heat. They
were seated directly opposite one another, which had seemed a safe
choice at the time and which now seemed ill-advised. Robert could
play the bully, if he was of a mind to.

He was of a mind to.

“My, my,” Lady Jordan said. “Your families truly are
close, aren’t they? They fight almost like brothers. I will admit,
now that it has been proved entirely false, that I did wonder if
your family connection was a fiction designed to save Miss
Montford’s reputation. All those rumors of her being chased through
Hyde Park by Captain Ellery. Quite salacious.”

And then there was a silence unlike any that had gone
before. It was most awkward, nearly painful.

“I was not, nor have I ever been, chased,” Elaine
said.

There was another silence upon that
pronouncement.

“Not even by the bee?” Eleanor said. At that, the
hideous spell of awkwardness was broken. Josiah even laughed.
Robert did not. “I have it on good authority that it is a very
enjoyable thing, to be chased by a man,” Eleanor added.

“Eleanor,” Melverley said, the warning clear in his
voice.

“I don’t have to guess on whose good authority you
heard that,” Lady Jordan said, her sixth glass of wine almost
drained.

“Lady Dalby’s ideas are very progressive,” Louisa
said. “Dangerous at times, but so very progressive.”

“I find Lady Dalby remarkable,” Eleanor said. “I want
to be more like her.”

“Eleanor!” Melverley said. Eleanor seemed to have no
trouble ignoring her father. How interesting.

“Lady Dalby,” Father said. “She married very well,
raising herself up considerably.”

How predictable.

“I do think that was her entire purpose for marrying
Dalby,” Melverley said. The first full sentence uttered and this
was what he chose to say. Fathers were all alike, everywhere.

“According to my mother,” Lord Henry said, “the
duchess, it was a love match.”

“Certainly on his part,” Father said. “What had he to
gain by the match?”

“A wife?” Louisa said, abandoning her venison to
glare at Elaine’s father. Elaine felt the urge to glare as well.
She did not indulge the urge.

“Lady Dalby is not as cold-hearted as the rumors of
her,” Lord Henry said.

“Rumors are false as often as they are true,” Roger
said. “Rumors running through the front lines can kill a man as
surely as a bayonet.”

“We were speaking of Lady Dalby,” Robert said.

“I was speaking of rumor, and of how they should
never be trusted on their face. Rumors serve a purpose and can be
intentionally manipulated. That is the best use of rumor, in
fact.”

“That is just what Lady Dalby says!” Eleanor said.
“But how does a soldier use rumor, Captain? I thought it was all of
bullets and bayonets.”

Roger smiled, a brief thing that hardly touched his
mouth. “If the rumor is that the enemy has two thousand more men
than he actually has? If the rumor is that his arsenal is
unlimited, his men healthy and fit for battle, his supply lines
unbroken? All that can weaken a man’s will to fight before the
battle is engaged. A good leader makes good use of rumor.”

“Rumor can kill a woman’s reputation,” Robert
said.

“Or make it,” Lord Henry said, “according to Lady
Dalby.”

“I am only glad that we shan’t have to put Elaine’s
reputation to that test. There are no rumors concerning her. Not
now,” Father said.

Elaine had never quite realized it before, but her
father was really quite ham-fisted in elegant conversation. Robert,
naturally, was following in his footsteps.

“I don’t believe anything could touch Miss Montford’s
reputation. Her character is above reproach,” Roger said.

The look he gave her from across the table and three
chairs down sent a shiver down her spine to her toes.

“Thank you, Captain Ellery,” she said.

He nodded, his eyes holding hers, his light blue gaze
a magnet that drew her in and would not release her.

“It is not a woman’s character,” Robert said, “but
her behavior which must be above reproach.”

Oh, Robert, when did you become such a toad?

“More wine?” Elaine’s mother asked, waving the butler
over to pour and keep pouring.

The meat course was removed.

“I do wonder if you shall ever find a woman who can
meet your exalted standards, Mr. Montford,” Louisa said. Lord Henry
did not intrude. “I do think you set your expectations very
high.”

“No higher than my father did, and my mother is
beyond reproach,” Robert said stiffly. It should have sounded
complimentary. It did not.

“How lovely of you to say so,” Mrs. Ellery said. “I
feel the same way about my dear husband, gone these many years. I
do hope he would find that I have held the reins well, so to speak,
in rearing his son. When one departs, the other must carry on, for
the sake of the children, if nothing else. Roger has been a
blessing to me in so many ways. I do like to think his father would
be proud of the man he has become.”

Elaine’s mother smiled at Mrs. Ellery and said, “I
know he would. Your son is a fine man.”

“Tell me, what was the senior Captain Ellery like?
Very much like his son?” Lord Josiah asked.

Elaine was nearly certain that the entire company
groaned. Josiah Blakesley had clearly not been tutored as to his
function at this dinner; namely, to give credence to the rumor that
the Ellerys and the Montfords were old friends from Cornwall.

“He was very much like my son,” Mrs. Ellery said,
saving them, though she knew it not. “Both of them are devoted in
their service to king and realm.”

“And both equally devoted to you, I should think,”
Elaine said.

“My mother believes,” Roger said, “that when a woman
marries a man who wears the uniform of his king, she understands
that his duty to his king is his highest priority.”

“I’m sure the crown appreciates that,” Father said,
looking pleased with the direction of the conversation.

Elaine was not.

“And what do you believe, Captain?” she said.

“I believe, Miss Montford, that one’s devotion to
duty need not preclude devotion to another.”

“Meaning, your mother,” she said.

“Meaning, a wife, Miss Montford,” he said.

The candlelight glimmered off the braid and brass of
his uniform. He looked quite, quite breathtaking.

“Are you in Town to take a wife, Captain?” Eleanor
said.

“I believe I am,” he said.

Elaine felt her heart kick against her ribs.

Lady Jordan knocked over her wine, the red stain
bleeding onto the white cloth.

Elaine jumped up. “I’ll see to it,” she said, looking
at Roger Ellery, silently commanding him to follow her.

Roger stood and, with a murmur,
excused himself. When they were in the corridor that led to the
servant’s hall, Elaine rounded on him and said, “You must not say
such things. We are all here tonight to quell rumor, not incite
it.”

“Are we?” he said, studying her.

“Aren’t we?” she said, caught by his gaze.

“A change of tactic, Elaine, for a change of
objective,” he said. “Can you not say the same?”

“I don’t know what you mean. I don’t understand
you.”

She did not understand herself. She was falling into
his eyes like a bird falling from a nest, falling to her
destruction. She could not fly. Not into him. He was not the man
for her. She knew what she was in London to do.

“I think you do,” he said, taking her hand in his,
pulling her to him, brushing a light kiss upon her brow. “Tell me
I’m not alone in this.”

A brushing of his lips against her skin, the barest
of touches, and yet she trembled. His mouth moved over her skin,
her brow, her cheek, her jaw each shivering wherever he
touched.

“Please stop. Please, please, please,” she breathed,
leaning into him, lifting her mouth up to his.

Everything she had felt in the Park came rushing
back, a tide of attraction and longing and desire. It had come from
nowhere, from nothing, and she had tried to kill it, to smash it
and deny it, and she had. She had. If only he had helped her. If
only he would leave her alone.

“Please, tell me that you feel what I feel, want what
I want. I can’t lose you, Elaine. I won’t lose you. Marry me.”

“Marry you? I can’t marry you. I can’t. I can’t,” she
said, turning her mouth up to his, wrapping her arms around his
shoulders, burying herself against him, making a lie of her words
and a lie of the whole fabric of her life.

She had to marry into the peerage. She could not
marry a soldier, one she barely knew. It was madness to even think
it.

His lips settled on hers, devouring her, a bright hot
fire of longing that swept her up and away from all the lessons of
childhood.

“I am going to war. There is always another war. I
can’t marry. I shouldn’t marry,” he said, wrapping his arms around
her, holding her fast. “Marry me.”

“I don’t know you. It’s too fast. I don’t know you!”
she said, clinging to him.

“Marry me.”

“I can’t.”

“Marry me, Elaine.”

“I can’t. I truly can’t.”

“You can. We must, can’t you see? Can’t you see that
we must? Don’t you feel what I feel? Can’t you feel it?”

“Yes,” she said, “perhaps, but that changes nothing.
My family depends upon me.”

Roger stepped back from her, holding her by her
elbows, holding her away from him so that he could look down into
her eyes.

“Don’t you know that families die? I’ve seen death.
I’ve seen it right next to me, on top of me, all around me, and I
know that death breaks into a family, taking one and another and
another, breaking families to bits until they’re gone and all they
planned fades into mist. But love doesn’t fade and doesn’t die.
Love never dies. Choose love, Elaine. Choose love and choose
me.”
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The most astounding aspect of the entire affair was
that Elaine left the house without so much as a cloak. She walked
out into the street with her hand in Roger’s and she had no idea
where they would go or were going or if there was a plan or what
the plan was. She just . . . left. She walked into her new life
without knowing anything about it; she only knew that she was going
with Captain Roger Ellery, and that was enough.

They walked to his home, where he gave her a cloak of
his mother’s, and then they were set for Gretna Green. She had no
traveling clothes, no money, no proper shoes, and no hair brush. He
had his kit bag and that seemed to do for him.

She was in the midst of a wild adventure and she was
happy.

It was most unlike her.

Roger had everything well in hand, enough money to
get them to Gretna Green by coach along the North Road, the only
problem being that they had to wait a few hours before the coach
was due to leave, and he didn’t want to soil her reputation (any
further) by staying without a proper chaperone in his mother’s
house, and so they walked along Rotten Row, she in her borrowed
cloak, and tried not to regret running out of her house in the
middle of supper.

The longer she walked, the more regret dogged her
steps.

“It will be all right,” he said. “We shall be happy
together. You’ll see.”

“Yes, I know,” she said, clutching his hand. “Did you
mean to fall in love with me?”

“Of course not.” She gave him a look. “No man means
to fall in love. He just does one day. And then he’s in love and
that’s that.”

“How romantic it all sounds,” she said, sarcasm
dripping from each word.

“I do not have a poet’s tongue,” he said.

“I’d noticed,” she said, laughing in spite of her
nerves.

“I’d kiss you, to prove what skills my tongue does
possess, but I don’t want to tempt fate.”

“I think we’ve already tempted fate. I hope fate is
kind to us,” she said. “This is very unlike me, you know. I’m not
impulsive at all.”

“You’re decisive. That’s not the same thing as
impulsive.”

“Am I?”

“Decidedly. The way you killed that bee won me over
instantly. I’ve rarely seen such efficiency in action. The Light
Dragoons could use you. Tell me, do you ride?”

“Not well. Does that reduce me in your
estimation?”

“Hardly,” he said, tucking her against his side. “I
shall teach all our children to ride and you shall be so shamed
that you will learn and trounce us all.”

“You make me sound nearly vicious.”

“Only determined. Decisive. Well-read. The Iliad,” he
said, chuckling. “What else have you read that will astound
me?”

“I’m afraid to tell you. My father says that men
don’t like---”

“Your father can’t possibly know what I like. He does
not speak for all men, you must know.”

“I suppose not.”

But she wasn’t certain about that. Weren’t some
things simply true? True and irrefutable?

“There you are! I should have known that Captain
Ellery would be the very soul of romance and return to the place of
your meeting.”

The voice came from a magnificent coach shining in
the starlight. A white-gloved arm beckoned from the shadowy
interior. The crest on the door panel was difficult to make out,
but it did not look like the Melverley crest, nor did the voice
sound like a Melverley House voice.

“Come, come, darlings. I am here to help, only to
help.”

And the arm withdrew and a white face poked out and,
based solely on her image portrayed in the satires, Elaine
recognized Lady Dalby.

“Lady Dalby,” Roger said, bowing, not moving toward
the coach. “It is a pleasure. An unexpected pleasure.”

“Yes, darling, I know. Hurry now, we must away if we
are to make good on your proposal. You have proposed, have you not?
And the lovely Miss Montford has accepted?”

How had she known all that?

Roger said nothing. Elaine did not
know what to say, but she did feel she had to say
something.

“How do you mean to help us, Lady Dalby? And how did
you know to help us?”

“Clever girl, getting right to the meat of it. You
are exactly as described, the both of you.”

Which did not answer either question. Roger and
Elaine stayed where they were.

Lady Dalby laughed, a light, trilling thing that was
like music. “Lady Eleanor is most enthusiastic about you, as you
must be aware. She suspected that something regarding an elopement
might be in your future. Was she wrong?”

“No. She was not,” Roger said, stepping between
Elaine and the coach. “We shall not be deterred, Lady Dalby. We
mean to marry.”

“Delightful. Climb in and I shall do all in my power
to assist you.”

They approached her coach cautiously, not sure what
to expect. Nothing happened except that the door was opened and the
steps dropped; they climbed in, facing Lady Dalby, and the coach
rattled on with them in it.

She was beautiful, as beautiful as every rumor of
her. She exuded elegance and sensuality and humor, such a rare
blend of attributes. No wonder she had caught an earl and made him
marry her.

Elaine felt a pang of guilt for dashing every dream
her family had ever held.

“You are quite as lovely as described, Miss Montford.
‘Tis hardly any wonder that Captain Ellery fell hopelessly in love
with you,” Lady Dalby said. “But, darling, where is your luggage?
Don’t tell me you made off with her without any manner of
trousseau?”

Roger shook his head, looking less sheepish than
suspicious.

“I can’t allow it,” Lady Dalby said. “You must come
home with me immediately. I will see that you have everything you
could possibly require for your journey.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Roger said.

“Darling,” Lady Dalby said on a sigh, “I know it
won’t matter to you in the slightest, but a woman does eventually
need to change her dress. We become very unhappy wearing the same
gown and shoes every day.”

True. 

“Miss Montford looks to be nearly the same size as my
daughter. She left piles of clothes here when she married and moved
to the Westlin estate. I can happily deluge you with lovely
articles designed to make you both sigh with pleasure.”

It was the way she said
sigh with pleasure that
made one think of sighs, and pleasure. Roger shifted his weight and
laid a hand on his knee, bracing his foot against the opposite
bench. Sophia Dalby smiled in the shadows.

It was into that stretch of silence that the coach
stopped in front of Dalby House. The lights were lit. It didn’t
look like anything suspicious was going on behind the curtains. But
then, when did suspicious things announce themselves?

They would not be stopped. All Elaine’s nerves and
doubts disappeared in the face of any possible detour to her plans.
She was going to marry Roger Ellery. She would not hear a word
against him.

The coach door was opened and Lady Dalby preceded
them out, walking up the steps to Dalby House with the grace of a
queen. The front door opened and there stood her butler, a most
singular looking man with a sort of brute force emanating from
every pore. Roger stiffened upon sight of him.

“Hurry, darlings. Do you want to get married or not?
Dithering hardly speaks of true romance, does it?” Lady Dalby
said.

She and Roger held hands and walked up the steps
together, ready, or nearly ready for anything.

There was nothing remotely to be ready for. The house
was quiet, empty, and welcoming. Sophia Dalby was already walking
up the stairs to the first floor, draping her cloak over the
railing, and continuing on, calling, “Follow me, Miss Montford. We
shall have you a proper trousseau in minutes.”

She followed. She was at a loss to do anything
else.

The bed chamber was luxuriant. Warm pink silk brocade
was on the walls and upholstery, a huge burled walnut bed was hung
with jade green silk satin, and a wardrobe that stood as tall as
the ceiling was open to reveal a collection of gowns that dazzled
the eye.

“With your delightful coloring, you
can wear anything, Miss Montford. How that must please you,” Lady
Dalby said. She waved a hand at the maid and the garments were laid
upon the bed. Pale yellow and yellow gold and dark blue and ocean
blue and sky blue and iced blue and ---- “I do think blue is your
color, Miss Montford. Your eyes, if I may say, are the most
remarkable shade of blue, rather like the deepest ocean depths.
They present as green on occasion, I’ll wager. Yes, I thought so.”
Another wave of the arm and day gowns in ivory, cream, sprigged
cotton, rose pink linen weave, forest green velvet—

“Lady Dalby, this is too much, far too much. I cannot
possibly take the velvet. Velvet is so dear, and I will be a
soldier’s wife.”

“I am not aware of any soldier’s code which restricts
a soldier’s wife from wearing velvet, Miss Montford.”

The maid stopped throwing clothes upon the bed. They
both, the maid and Lady Dalby, looked at her as if she’d lost her
mind. Perhaps she had. How else to explain her behavior over the
last few days?

“Are you quite sure you want to be a soldier’s wife?”
Lady Dalby asked. “It is all very romantic, to be sure, but to have
to give up a velvet for a lifetime, that is asking far too much of
a woman, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I have no particular attachment to velvet, Lady
Dalby,” Elaine said, looking at the rug beneath her feet. It was a
very fine rug, probably French. Where would she live as Roger’s
wife? Would she have a rug?

“That’s a comfort,” Lady Dalby said, “and so very
convenient, given your choice of a husband.”

Elaine felt weak, weary, and teary. Not at all like
herself. Not one bit like herself.

“May I sit? I think I must sit,” she said, nearly
falling into a nicely upholstered chair. The chair was not uneven.
That seemed important.

“Darling, you’re exhausted,” Lady Dalby said. She
said something to the maid, Elaine did not really listen, and then
the maid was gone and they were alone. Roger was still somewhere
downstairs, doing what she did not know. Probably pacing. Probably
regretting his proposal. Probably regretting saving her from the
Indian.

The Indian!

The Indian was Lady Dalby’s nephew.

“I’ve met your nephew, Lady Dalby. In the Park. Just
the other day. It was the day I met Captain Ellery. He believed he
was saving me.” Elaine started to laugh, and then she started to
cry. The last time she’d cried she’d been eight years old.

“How charming of him,” Lady Dalby said, rearranging
the clothes on the bed, the colors like rainbows beneath her
fingers. “Most men do love to play the hero, to think themselves so
very brave and stalwart in the face of the unknown, but not many
men actually throw themselves into danger, into heroic action, not
knowing what the outcome will be but only knowing that they must do
this thing staring them in the face.”

Elaine stopped crying and wiped her eyes, staring at
Sophia Dalby as she arranged and rearranged the clothing on the
bed.

“Of course,” Lady Dalby said, smiling, “you know all
of that. It is likely why Captain Ellery captured first your
attention and then your regard. Or was it something else? He is a
most attractive man, and there is something so thrilling about a
man in uniform.”

“He wasn’t in uniform,” Elaine said. “Not then.”

“Pity. I do think it helps a man’s cause, but then
again, he did beautifully all on his own, didn’t he?”

She didn’t know why she did it. She did not know
Sophia Dalby and everyone said she was ruthless and completely
untrustworthy, that she had her price and that any woman who had a
price was beneath contempt.

But she didn’t feel contempt. She felt safe, and
understood.

Sophia’s price had been an earldom. She had married
to raise herself into the peerage. Didn’t Elaine have the same
price? And hadn’t her parents set that price upon her when she was
still in the cradle?

“I was supposed to marry a peer,” she said.

“It is rather nice,” Sophia said with a soft smile,
sitting on the edge of the bed. “Lots of velvets and silks and fine
houses in which to wear velvets and silks.”

“Did you love him?”

“No one ever asks me that, darling,” she said,
“because they think they know the answer, which is that, of course
I didn’t. I married for gain, not for love. That is what they think
and it is right that they should think it.”

“Did you love him? Did you love your earl?” Elaine
pressed.

“I did,” Sophia said, her dark eyes glowing like
black diamonds. “But more importantly for you, I think, is that I
married where I chose. No one did the choosing for me.”

“Yes. I think that must be true,” Elaine said, her
fingers rubbing her brow. “I think that is the key to
everything.”

“It is your life, Miss Montford, and it will be your
marriage. Whichever path you choose, you will be the one to walk
it.”

“Yes. Yes, there is that,” she said, her mind
whirling.

Roger Ellery was one path, a path she had never
considered. Her mysterious earl or marquis was another path, one
that had been chosen for her. She could choose. She must choose her
own path. No one could make that choice for her. No one could
presume to know what she felt or what she wanted. Not even
Roger.

Not even Roger.

In that moment, Roger burst through the door looking
like he was prepared to face a thousand Iroquois with only his bare
hands. His black hair was tousled, his mouth a grim line, his eyes
glinting silver under his dark brows.

“You shan’t talk her out of it!” he said.

“I?” Sophia said, rising to her
feet. “You assume that Miss Montford can be talked out of it?”

Roger hesitated, his hands dropping to his sides.

“Do you think I’ve been
talked into it?”
Elaine asked him.

“No,” he said, walking toward her, “I think we’ve
fallen into it and that if given half the chance, you’ll crawl out
of it.”

“Like Lancelot and Elaine,” she said.

“Something like,” he said.

“You don’t understand women at all, Captain,” Sophia
said.

“Not at all, Lady Dalby. No experience, you see.”

“How utterly charming, Captain Ellery,” Lady Dalby
breathed, smiling seductively. “How refreshing to meet a man who
can be so honest. ‘Tis nearly unheard of, I can assure you.”

“I have to be certain, Captain, can you understand
that?” Elaine said. “I have to know that I’m choosing you not
because you want me to, and not because my parents don’t want me
to, and not because meeting you was probably the most unexpected,
most romantic, most annoying moment of my life. I can’t marry you
because of a bee sting or because of an Iroquois uprising or
because you have beautifully tousled hair and that one curl that
just seems to want to wrap itself around your right ear . . .
.”

And Roger put his hand to his hair
and ran his fingers through those curls, looking nearly sheepish
and quite, quite handsome. And his uniform was superb.

She was in his arms without knowing how she got
there, and he had his arms wrapped around her and was holding her
so tightly that she didn’t think she could breathe, but she did,
and with her breath she said, “I have to know why I’m doing this.
Why I’m throwing away the life my parents planned for me. I have to
know who I am and what I’m doing.”

Her face was buried against his neck and he was
holding her up, her feet dangling, and his mouth was in her hair,
and he said in a rough undertone that she was certain Sophia Dalby
couldn’t hear, “You’re doing what I’m doing. Falling in love.”

And that was that.
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Sophia Dalby wouldn’t hear of them taking a public
conveyance to Gretna Green. No, she insisted that they take her
coach, and then she insisted that she accompany them, the
proprieties being observed and Elaine’s reputation remaining
spotless.

The marriage was quite lovely. Roger insisted upon
flowers, heather and rosebuds; Elaine insisted upon wearing her own
clothes, a very nice cream silk with blue banding about the
neckline; Sophia insisted upon a sumptuous wedding breakfast in the
best inn on the English side of the border.

It was an inspired choice. The view out of their
window was of fields as far as the eye could see, a rolling sea of
green awash with birdsong topped by fluffy white clouds.

They did not spend any time looking out of the
window.

“You’re not disappointed?” she said.

“Now is not the time to tell me I married an
imbecile,” he said, pulling a strand of her long, straight
hair.

“My mother despaired of my hair, not a curl in
sight.”

“I am not your mother. Had you not noticed?”

“I did. I did notice.”

“I’m gratified.”

“You look gratified. And satisfied.”

“But not satiated.”

“No. Not yet.”

“Not ever. Not with you.”

They were lying in bed, the sheets wrinkled, the bed
pillows flattened by use, the coverlet half on the floor, half
covering her. She had forgotten to pack a night rail. Better said,
Sophia Dalby had forgotten to pack her a night rail. If forgotten
she had. Elaine suspected it was an entirely intentional
omission.

“Come closer,” she said, wrapping her arms around
him. He had a night shirt. He had not worn it. “Closer,” she said,
burying her face in the soft black hair on his chest. His chest and
arms were covered in swirls of black hair, as soft as lambswool,
and his torso was as hard as a plank. It was a most erotic
combination. “Closer,” she said, wrapping one leg over his
hips.

“I can get closer yet,” he said. She loved the smell
of him, could drown in the scent of him.

“Do. Oh, do,” she breathed.

And he did, and she soared over the white clouds,
over and over, higher and higher.

She slept after that and when she awoke he was inside
her before she could open her eyes, and woke up fully when she flew
over the clouds and then she drifted back down and slept again,
lambswool under her cheek and over her shoulders.

When they left their room on the third day, Sophia
Dalby was gone, but she had left them her coach, and so they
arrived at her parent’s house in a coach with the Dalby crest on
the side. Elaine didn’t know if that would make things better or
worse, but the odd thing was, she didn’t truly care.

She walked into her parent’s borrowed home in Town
wearing borrowed clothes from Lady Dalby and she walked in
smiling.

The most surprising thing was that her family was
smiling back. Well, all except Robert.

“Welcome home, dear,” her mother said, giving her a
quick hug.

“Thank you,” Elaine said, looking at her father. He
gave her a nod and then bowed to Roger. Roger bowed in return.
Robert looked as though he wanted to spit up his breakfast.

“Lady Dalby explained everything to us,” Elaine’s
father said. “I didn’t realize that you knew Lady Dalby, Captain
Ellery.”

Roger raised his eyebrows and kept his mouth
closed.

“She certainly seems a remarkable woman,” Mrs.
Montford said.

“Yes, she is that,” Roger said, and left it at
that.

“She was very happy to hear of your marriage to my
daughter,” Mr. Montford said. “In fact, she was most pleased to be
a part of the ceremony.”

“About that,” Elaine began.

“As if you can fix it now,” Robert said.

Toad.

“There’s nothing to fix, is there?” Roger said.
“We’re legally wed. We even have Lady Dalby as our witness. It
doesn’t get more official than that, not in this Town.”

“Yes, everyone does seem to know about it,” Mrs.
Montford said. She did not sound entirely pleased. “Everyone is
congratulating us, which has been quite lovely of them, really. An
elopement, you know. They can be . . . difficult.”

She did not look especially delighted. What mother
would? Elopements were so scandalous, even in the best of
circumstances, and they never did occur in the best of
circumstances, did they?

“Why didn’t you tell us before that it was her nephew
who introduced you?” Mr. Montford said. “I didn’t realize you were
so closely connected to the Dalby House set, Captain.”

Is that what she had told them? How clever of her.
That would smooth the way as nothing else could.

“An Indian introduced you,” Robert said. “Who’d admit
to that? Dirty savage.”

Roger took a step closer to her brother, and her
brother took a step back. “I take it you’ve not met Mr. Grey? He’s
quite a formidable fellow. I do think you’d be impressed by
him.”

“I doubt it,” Robert said in a mumble.

“Why doubt? Put it to the test. I’ll make the
introductions myself,” Roger said.

Robert did not reply.

“I did not hear you greet your sister. I know my wife
is eager to be welcomed home by her family.”

“Welcome home, Elaine,” Robert said, staring at Roger
whilst he spoke.

“Thank you, Robert,” she said, staring at Roger
whilst she spoke, drinking in the sight of him like a tonic.

“As much as we’d love to stay, I do feel we must get
on to my mother,” Roger said. “She must be anxious about us.”
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Mrs. Ellery the elder, for now Elaine was Mrs. Ellery
the younger, was not at all anxious. She was entertaining Lady
Dalby and having a wonderful time of it.

“Here they are, home at last,” Lady Dalby said,
rising to greet them. “Your darling mother and I were just talking
about Captain Ellery senior, a most charming man and such a
brilliant rider. I’ve rarely seen anyone who could compare to
him.”

“You knew my father?” Roger said.

“But, course, darling. He was quite the thing in his
day, before your darling mother caught him by the heels and whisked
him out of circulation.”

Roger’s mother, gray-haired, weak-limbed,
watery-eyed, laughed the laugh of a debutante. “I did bewitch him,
it’s true. He was quite smitten by me.”

“Smitten? Why, he was drunk on you, darling. I
remember it all quite clearly.”

“Where did you meet my father?” Roger asked, ignoring
his mother’s giggle.

“Oh, here and there. It was quite wild in London
then, not tame the way it is now.”

London. Tame. Impossible.

“Roger, Elaine, welcome home!” Mrs. Ellery finally
said, giving her son a warm embrace and Elaine one of equal warmth.
It was more than Elaine had hoped for.

“You’re not angry?” she asked.

Mrs. Ellery burst out with a laugh and sank back onto
the divan. “Never that. My dear son is too much like his dear
father. They both fell in love quickly and completely, and I
remember too well how wonderful that was. I wish you nothing but
joy and long life, the both of you.”

“Thank you,” Elaine said, reaching out to take her
hand. “Oh, thank you.”

They chatted a bit more, about this and that, but not
about the senior Captain Ellery, which Elaine thought was just as
well. Roger didn’t seem to take that line of thought very well. It
was a struggle to think of one’s parents as ever having been young
and perhaps reckless. It was a bit horrifying. Certainly if her
parents had ever done anything scandalous, like elope to Gretna
Green, she didn’t want to know about it.

Sophia rose to take her leave and Elaine, seeing her
chance, walked her down the stairs to the front door.

“Did you really know Captain Ellery?” she asked.

“Yes, really,” Sophia said, looking askance at her.
“Does that surprise you?”

“It surprises me that Mrs. Ellery is so pleased by
the acquaintance.”

“Darling, Captain Ellery was a friend, nothing more.
He was not the sort of man to take affairs with a woman lightly; in
that he and his son are much alike, wouldn’t you say?”

Elaine said nothing, but she smiled, the smile going
all the way to her heart.

“Why did you help us?”

Sophia smiled. The footman opened the door to the
street and gust of wind blew past in the same instant, blowing free
a lock of Sophia’s black hair over her shoulder so that it tumbled
in the breeze like a kite.

“Darling, does it matter? I was delighted to be a
part of such a whirlwind courtship. It’s been ages since I’ve been
to Gretna Green. How the old place has aged. It was more romantic
in my day.”

“Not sordid? Not slapdash?”

Sophia smiled and tapped Elaine gently on the chin,
once, twice, and said, “To marry for love is always romantic and
never sordid. You know that very well. Now, go and learn how your
husband takes his tea.”

And that’s exactly what she did.
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London, England

1814

 


“I see that you are still
keeping company with that whore.”

Mr. James Vickers stiffened, his fists and
shoulders going tight at the sound of the familiar, heavy rasp. He
turned slightly. “Good evening, Father.”

Lord Vickers sneered and gestured toward the
glass he held. “And still getting soused in public, too, I
see.”

Vickers promptly tossed back the rest of his
no-longer-chilled champagne. In truth, he hadn’t been foxed in a
good long time—but he was fiendishly glad that his father hadn’t
noticed. He raised the empty glass in a mock salute once he’d
finished. “I’m very well, thank you. And I see that you are still
masquerading as a gentleman.”

He had to speak up to be heard over the din
in Lady Dalton’s ballroom. He took spiteful pleasure in delivering
the barb in a tone louder than strictly necessary.

Beside him, Hestia Wright smiled brightly,
causing at least one of the men on the nearby dance floor to
stumble. “Good evening to you, Lord Vickers.” Her volume nearly
matched his own. “Thank you! Of course we at Half Moon House will
be happy to accept your donation.” She winked as she began to sidle
away. “I’ll send ‘round a note to your man of business tomorrow to
make arrangements.”

With a commiserating
glance, she faded into the crowd. Vickers watched her go with
resignation. Hestia Wright didn’t get invited to every Society
ball, but she greatly improved each one she attended. Lady Dalton
had apparently invited everyone
in London to her crush of a ball. Clearly they all
had accepted too. Hundreds, from Society’s elite to the hangers-on
at the fringe of the beau monde, had come to see and be seen, to
dance and gossip, to fight for a bit of heavily perfumed air and a
spot to breathe it. Rumor had it even the reclusive Duke of Aldmere
was in attendance.

His father glared after Hestia. “I should
have thought you would have tired of her long ago.”

Vickers sighed. “Father, you know Hestia
Wright is a philanthropist now. Everyone knows it. She is a dear
friend to me. And in any case, she was never a mere whore. She was,
simply put, the most beautiful, accomplished and charming courtesan
to ever grace England or the Continent.” He shook his head. “And I
would be careful how you speak of her, were I you. There are
statesmen, royal princes, and wealthy and powerful men aplenty who
are most displeased to hear her spoken ill of.”

The viscount harrumphed. “Once a whore,
always a whore.”

“Well, if anyone was in a
position to know, it would be you, sir. You’ve kept company with
enough of them.” Vickers perked up suddenly and allowed the corner
of his mouth to quirk in sudden mockery. “In fact, I danced earlier
with one of your old amours—the widowed Lady Athbert. Is that what
is bothering you?”

At his father’s grimace Vickers gleefully
drove the stake home. “In point of fact, she’s not the only one of
your past concubines I’ve seen recently. Marjorie Potts—she held
residence in your cozy Compton Street love nest at one time, did
she not?”

Color blazed in his father’s face. He made a
strangled sound.

“She’s dealing cards at the
Velvet Nook these days. I do believe you ruined her for other
men.”

He meant that literally. It
must have been about Marjorie Potts’ time that the philandering men
of the ton had
figured out they had no wish to take up with his father’s
leavings.

“She asked me to pass on
her greetings, by the by, and tell you that she’d rather die in a
gutter than come back to Compton.”

His father hissed like a steam valve about
to release. His flush grew dangerously deep. James watched,
enjoying the sweet, smooth flood of satisfaction starting to run in
his veins.

“Ungrateful, unnatural
son—”

“Now, now,” he interrupted.
“Do not cast aspersions upon my mother’s good name. The gossips
would surely rejoice if I called you out, but I don’t believe you
would enjoy the experience.”

The viscount fought to control the fury
bubbling just beneath his florid surface—even as Vickers gloried in
his struggle. This. This was his life’s work. Once he’d been a
blind fool, believing that duty and family honor comprised his
purpose. Now he knew better. He was the silent witness to his
father’s sins. The constantly pricking thorn in his sire’s side—and
he’d developed an inventive knack for the work.

“Wicked ingrate!” His
father pointed a shaky finger at him. “You disgrace your name with
every breath you take. Bad enough you must spend your life rolling
about the gutters. I’ll thank you to stay far away from anyone
associated with me.” He whirled on his heel and stalked
off.

Frowning, Vickers watched him until he was
lost in the crush. What about that little exchange had shaken his
father so? They’d had far more acrimonious encounters in the
past.

“Good heavens,” Hestia said
from behind him. “I haven’t seen him so angry since our friendship
first began.”

“Yes, it’s been too long
since I’ve touched a real nerve.” And as always, his father’s anger
fueled his own. Hestia, thanks to all the powers that be, had shown
him how to tame the beast, pulled him from the brink of destruction
and taught him how to focus his fury so that it did not destroy
himself or others. But the old rage still lurked in the basement of
his soul.

“Not for lack of trying,
surely,” Hestia said with a grin. “What did you do to rile him
up?”

“I’m not sure,” Vickers
mused. “I think perhaps he’s annoyed that I’ve had contact with a
couple of his old mistresses.” He flashed Hestia a grin. “You know
what that means.”

“Do I?”

“It means that now I must
speak to them all!” His chuckle lacked humor. “God knows the list
is long enough. I should be able to annoy him all Season
long.”

Hestia gazed thoughtfully after the old man.
“Be careful, my dear. Something tells me there’s more here than
meets the eye.”

Vickers grinned. “Good.
I’ve been quietly humiliating him for too long.”

“And now?” Hestia
asked.

“Hmmm.” James still stared
thoughtfully after his father. “Now I find I’m in the mood to
create a scandal.”
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“The very image of
propriety. That is what you must
project this season.”

Miss Adelaide Stockton jumped when her
Great-Aunt Delia poked her in the side.

“Listen now, my young miss.
You’ve looks enough. That picture of innocence you portray is
appealing to many men and you’re prettier overall than most of
these hen-wits.” She gestured and nearly struck a passing gentleman
with her quizzing glass. It was getting to be a tight fit in Lady
Dalton’s crowded ballroom tonight—even in the matron’s corner,
where they sat on spindly chairs and watched the dancing. “But your
dowry is merely adequate—no inspiring amount—and you’ve your
mother’s sins to live down.”

Addy bit back a protest. Her mother had been
in love and acted accordingly—which didn’t count as a sin in her
book.

“Almost worse—you’re
saddled with my alley cat of a daughter for a chaperone.”
Great-Aunt Delia snorted. “It all adds up in the columns stacked
against you.”

Addy sighed.

“I know. It doesn’t look
good for you, gel. Your father should never have accepted that
position with the East India Company. What was he thinking, taking
off for the East, abandoning that baby daughter and leaving before
he saw you settled?”

“He wasn’t thinking,” Addy
replied. She knew well enough why Papa had gone. He’d been
feeling—feeling as if he
couldn’t bear to stay here and be reminded of Mama at every
turn.

“How just like a man, to
cater to his own shortcomings and leave you here, stranded with the
likes of my Rosamond.” The old woman shook her head. “In any case,
he took pains to tell me that you are not like other girls.
Spirited, he says you are.” She narrowed her eyes. “I know what
that translates to, missy. Trouble.”

Addy tried to look innocent.

Her great-aunt shook a finger at her. “It’s
true enough, a bit of fire in your belly would have been a boon
back in my day. My generation knew how to live life with spice and
a taste of drama.” She sighed. “Those days are gone now. It’s all
rules and propriety now, girl. These modern gentlemen want a girl
prim and proper and laced up tight—so that’s what you’ll have to
give them. There can be none of the shenanigans you got up to at
home.”

“You wouldn’t call them
shenanigans had you been there, ma’am.” Addy felt compelled to come
to her own defense. “Unfortunately, the young men at home found my
dowry to be more than adequate—especially the parcel of land that
comes with it. Two of them made a bet—each convinced they could
gain my hand—and the land—before the other.”

Her aunt looked suddenly interested. “And
what did you do about it?”

“When I found myself being
maneuvered into a compromising position by Theodore Longlath, I
spun him a vivid tale about the red, itchy rash I’d been plagued
with—all over.”

“Effective,” her aunt
remarked.

“True. He was too busy
scratching to try anything else.”

“And the other?”

“He got a bit more
inventive. He feigned an accident on our estate, so that he would
be brought back to the house to have his injuries tended
to.”

Her aunt merely raised a brow.

Addy smiled. “He’d already heard about the
rash, so I rubbed stinging nettles into all of his bed linens.
After that he recovered quickly and was on his way.”

Great-Aunt Delia laughed. “I do admire your
creative thinking, my dear, but it must come to an end now.” She
looked around, frowning. “If I weren’t so cursed old, I’d oversee
your debut myself, but there’s no question of it, I’m afraid. My
bones won’t stand for it.” She winced as a woman behind her
screeched a greeting at a friend. “Nor my nerves.” She sighed. “No,
it’s Rosamond you’re stuck with—and she’s no great bargain. I’ve
promised to add to the budget your father gave her for the
Season—in exchange for a promise that she’ll be on her best
behavior. But I’ll make no bones about it—her morals will likely
last only as long as the money.”

The older woman reached out a hand. Addy
took it, marveling at how soft and fragile it felt, so at odds with
her favorite relative’s irrepressible personality.

“The situation is not
ideal, my dear. You must make the best of it, and you’d do best not
to dawdle over the matter.”

Addy nodded, turning away so her great-aunt
could not see the utter bewilderment she felt at her own
predicament. Did she even want to marry? It was what was expected
of her. It seemed her only path—especially if she ever hoped to
reclaim her sister. She closed her eyes against the pain of missing
that sweet baby grin.

But having daily witnessed a great
love—could she marry without it? And could she risk all the
potential torment that came with it—the same pain that had led her
father to leave her and little Muriel?

She didn’t know. She didn’t possess the
answers to any of the many questions that beset her. She only knew
that she couldn’t function with the weight of it all pressing down
upon her.

Deliberately, she pulled in a deep
breath—and let all the unanswered questions and worries go out with
it. She had a Season in front of her—and two goals to pursue. She
was going to listen to her great-aunt, explore what opportunities
came and see where the fates led. And she was going to fulfill her
mother’s last request and somehow arrange a meeting with Hestia
Wright—famed ex-courtesan and philanthropist pledged to help any
woman in need. Exactly how she was to make that happen, especially
without violating Great-Aunt Delia’s rules, she wasn’t sure.

Luck might be with her tonight, though, as
the rumor in the receiving line had been that Hestia Wright was
actually here tonight. Addy could scarcely believe it, but the
ladies were atwitter and the gentlemen were buzzing with delight.
Perhaps she could just meet her here, exchange a few words in a
situation that looked merely like a social encounter, and arrange
the rest through the post? It would be wonderful indeed to make the
woman’s acquaintance and accomplish her mother’s mission so
soon.

She let her gaze drift, thinking she would
surely be able to pick out the famous beauty. She’d seen her
caricature in the broadsheets. Not the most reliable reference, but
how many ravishingly beautiful blondes could be here tonight?

She eased to the left so she could search
another section of the ballroom. Ah. There. An elegantly coiffed
head of blonde hair, set aflame by the chandelier as if the light
had been manufactured only for such a purpose. But the woman faced
away from her. Addy waited and watched while the she conversed with
her group. The lady shifted to the side, moving with easy
grace—

And Addy suddenly lost every sensible
thought in her head.

Good heavens.

What was that?

Not
what—who? She
recognized the what—a man. A nobleman. Surely he must be the
designated illustration for his kind—the ideal gentleman. Tall and
slender, save for the wide breadth of his shoulders. Close cropped
hair. Smoldering dark eyes over a finely crafted nose and a strong,
stubborn-looking jaw. Almost unfair that any man should look so
undeniably masculine—and yet utterly elegant at the same
time.

Only one thing marred the perfection of the
image; the cold, hard look on his face. It shouldn’t be possible
for a man to smile politely and at the same time look dark and
brooding—yet he pulled it off. He laughed at something the blonde
woman said, yet the laughter never climbed as high as those
piercing eyes.

She wished—suddenly,
fervently—that she knew why. It struck her—this man had seen
things, done things, things that she couldn’t yet imagine. That
polite smile could not hide the message his eyes told the
world—I am capable of
anything. He would have stories to tell—the thought perked
her up, piqued her interest and called forth a stabbing jolt of
longing.

Stories. Tales. Imaginings. They had long
been her blessing, her companions—or her curse, if her mother had
been asked when Addy lost herself again and forgot to stitch on her
embroidery, dropped the count of the linens or paused, frozen with
her fork raised and food forgotten.

But she’d lost their comfort. After her
mother’s death the words had dried up. Fantastic scenes had become
colorless and dull. The fascinating people who lived in her head
and her heart had disappeared

Now, staring at this
handsome enigma of a man, she could imagine herself, curled up, in
thrall, granted the privilege to hear his stories, to laugh with him over
the amusing tales and soothe the sting of the painful
ones.

The thought startled her and called to her
at the same time—but she shook her head to dispel the silent
pull.

It was ridiculous. She’d lost control. She
willed herself to look away. Why was it suddenly so difficult? Good
heavens, he was just a man—and she was perspiring, though she’d yet
to dance this evening.

And then he met and held her transfixed
gaze.

Nearly twenty years of innocence evaporated
in a second. Suddenly Addy knew—for the first time—that she was a
woman. Her heart sputtered, her body tingled and her womb awoke to
send out a message.

Yes,
please.

She reached again for the strength to look
away. Too long. She’d been staring too long—when her Cousin
Rosamond stepped abruptly into her line of sight.

“What are you doing?” she
demanded, her tone furious. “Wipe that look off of your face right
now, young lady!” She whirled around, gaze searching. “Who are you
ogling in such an appalling, country-bred fashion?”

Addy flushed as Rosamond
gasped and turned back. “Vickers!” she whispered in tones of
horror. She looked to Great Aunt Delia. “Mama, this stupid girl is
mooning in public—over Vickers!”

Stupid? To react to such a man? It didn’t
feel stupid at all, but eminently sensible. Inevitable, one might
say. For one defiant moment, Addy considered challenging Rosamond
to meet his gaze and remain unmoved.

But Delia was clucking her tongue. “Stop
turning everything into a Cheltenham Tragedy, Rosamund.” She shook
her head at Addy. “She’s right, though, child. You must learn to
school your expression. You should not be indulging in such
emotions, let alone allowing them to show on your face. That is not
what making a marriage is about.”

“No, that comes later.”
Rosamond preened. “If you are lucky enough to be made a
widow.”

“At least you waited for
poor Mitford to expire,” said Delia with a roll of her eyes. Her
expression hardened as she turned back to Addy. “Nor should you
feel such things about a scoundrel like Vickers. He’s a wickedly
hard man, interested only in drinking, gaming, whoring and
disgracing his family name. He’s nothing to offer a young debutante
but trouble—so don’t tempt him into it.”

Addy nodded.

Delia pushed herself to her feet with the
aid of her cane. “Rosamond, it’s your role to teach her such
things. How can she learn to avoid the rakes and scoundrels if you
are gallivanting about with a pack of them? Remember your promise.
Stay here. Show her how to go on.”

“I will, if only to get
this dull endeavor over with.” She shook a finger at Addy. “Now,
mind my instruction and don’t make a fool of me, girl.”

Her great-aunt was scanning the ballroom.
Addy’s heart sank as she indicated a younger, thinner, spottier
gentleman. “There. Philpott’s heir will get the title and half of
Hertfordshire besides. Go with Rosamond and obtain an
introduction.”

Sighing, Addy followed. Titles and land came
with this sort of young man, but no stories, she’d wager. Making
her way across the ballroom, she steeled herself. She already knew
what they would speak of: the pranks of his old school chums, the
triumph he felt over his new matched pair or the shining racing
curricle he planned to commission. Only a few weeks in Town, just a
few introductions to young gentlemen of her own age, and it had
been the same with them all.

She sneaked a last glance back. Vickers.
With that sort, she was certain, she would hear some hair-raising
tales and likely live out a few of her own.

“Adelaide!” her great-aunt
hissed.

Yes. Propriety.

She allowed herself one long, lingering
look, then turned dutifully away to see what she could make of her
future.
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Several weeks later . . .

 


The ton could not have ordered up better
weather for their afternoon outing in Hyde Park. A brilliant blue
sky, the sun just warm enough, and a slight breeze wafting through,
pausing to ruffle the leaves on the trees and the hems of the
ladies’ skirts.

Vickers stood beneath the shade of a large
oak and watched Society’s glittering promenade pass. He felt the
need to re-acclimate to light and gaiety again. The task he had set
himself had led him lately into darker territories.

Following the string of his father’s
mistresses had not been a happy duty. None of them had gained the
better of that particular bargain. He understood their plight. Who
knew better, in fact, how much his father demanded of a person. How
it felt at times as if he drained your very life away. How one was
left bitter, dry and as empty as a husk after he’d done with
you.

Anger and determination had grown apace as
he searched them out. Most of the early ones he’d found in brothels
and gaming halls. Many of them had been left tired and
disillusioned, many too broken or unwilling to enter the
demimondaine again. But the later ones? Some of them he’d found not
at all. They grew more skittish and reticent, less willing to talk
to him. A couple he’d found were unable to converse at all, lying
insensate in gin halls or hovels.

He’d talked with all that he could,
documented everything he could find, and let his father know
exactly what he was doing. Then he’d done what he could for the
poor souls, with his meager funds and with Hestia’s help, but his
anger grew as their predicaments worsened. Invariably, these women
had been left in bad straits after dealings with his father.

Except for one.

Rosamond, widowed Countess of Mitford. She’d
been his father’s last mistress, as far as he could tell. She’d
stayed with him for only a short time, at the beginning of the
year—and it appeared she was the only mistress so far to emerge
intact and unscathed.

At first Vickers had thought the brevity of
their affair accounted for it. But the further he moved along the
list of mistresses, the more incensed his father grew. He’d
sputtered and fussed at first, but then he’d begun to appear almost
. . . panicked. Last night he’d threatened dire retribution should
his son not leave off.

Which of course only heightened his ambition
to see this through to the end.

Lady Mitford appeared to be the end.

And Vickers wondered if there was a reason
she’d passed through the viscount’s fire un-burnt—and if perhaps
that reason might be what had catapulted the old man into leaving
scolds and lectures behind and into making actual threats
instead.

Vickers’ old hatreds entwined with new
excitement and flared high. He must find out what had his father so
agitated. He had to talk to her.

But the notoriously accessible Lady Mitford
had turned unaccountably shy. In the past she’d been eager to flirt
a bit, and quick to hint at more. But now she passed him in Bond
Street with barely a nod. She’d been ‘out’ during her at home hours
yesterday and just happened to leave a ball immediately after his
arrival last evening.

So today he lay in wait in the park,
watching for her while a pack of his young contemporaries gathered
around him to debate the merits of the passing ladies.

“Straighten up, chaps!”
young Lord Beeton called. “Here’s Mrs. Hervely!”

The group of young bloods grinned and bowed
as the popular hostess, widely known for her fondness for
initiating young men into the pleasures to be found in Society,
passed in an open barouche.

“Who shall you dance with
tonight, Beeton?” The conversation resumed as Mr. Nowell turned
back to the group. “Now that Miss Jane Tillney is to be married,
you’ll have to find someone else to appease your
mother.”

“I don’t know how I’ll find
someone else so perfectly available and yet unattainable,” Beeton
mourned. “Miss Tillney was the perfect foil.”

“Well, you cannot claim
Miss Stockton,” Nowell avowed. “I’ve chosen her as
my perfect shield. She
has connections and an adequate dowry. She behaves beautifully,
which should make my mother happy, but there’s that bit with her
parents that makes Mother nervous. While I’m dangling about Miss
Stockton, she’s afraid to push me too far. She’s leaving me be, and
for that I’ll thank the girl a thousand times over.” He shrugged.
“In any case, it’s no hardship to befriend her. She’s stunning,
although it is an odd sort of beauty is it not?”

“She has a quick wit,”
another young buck piped in. “You never quite know what she’s going
to say, but it’s always spot on target.”

“I like that about her,”
Nowell insisted. “But not as much as I like the fact that she gives
off that same air of not truly looking for a leg shackle. Not that
my mother needs to know that.”

“Maybe she only gives off
that air around you, Nowell.” Beeton lounged against a tree. “She
is a beauty, although of a different sort. All big eyes and
dramatic brows and fresh innocence. Except for that plump bottom
lip of hers. That pouty mouth is the only bit that doesn’t look
like it belongs on one of heaven’s cherubs.” Vickers noted the
glitter in his eye. “On the contrary, that mouth looks very
devilish indeed.”

Nowell objected, but since
he didn’t know the woman of whom they spoke, Vickers turned away
and let the talk drift over him. He watched the beau monde parade slowly along,
nodding to acquaintances and keeping his eyes peeled for Lady
Mitford—when suddenly he realized the pups were speaking of
her.

“What was that? About the
Countess? Lady Mitford?”

Nowell huffed. “Never say you mean to edge
in here too, Vickers. I just told Beeton that Lady Mitford will
never let him near Miss Stockton. She’s a high stickler.”

“Lady Mitford is a high
stickler?” Vickers repeated with disbelief.

“The girl is. Hadn’t you
heard what they call her? The Celestial, because she’s as beautiful
as an angel and as pure and well behaved. She never sets a foot
wrong, that one, and Lady Mitford encourages it. The countess has
quite reformed her own behavior as well. So, if Beeton is too
wicked to warrant an introduction to the angel, that likely goes
double for you. You’d both do best just to leave the lady to
me.”

“I say Nowell is naught but
a bag of hot air. You cannot claim a lady unless you betroth
yourself to her, you nitwit. And the hell you say, in any case. I
can charm the countess into doing whatever I wish.” Beeton pushed
himself away from the tree. “See for yourself. The lady approaches
now.”

Vickers looked up. Indeed, the countess did
approach, in the midst of a group of ladies and gentlemen. He made
a sharp gesture at Beeton. “Leave this to me.”

Both gentlemen objected, but Vickers quelled
them with a glare.

“Damn it all, now none of
us will have a chance,” Nowell complained.

“Speak for yourself,”
Beeton bit out.

“I’m not stealing a march
on either of you, for God’s sake,” Vickers snapped. “I don’t know
which virgin you are going about and I don’t much care, either. You
can have the cherub—I just wish to talk to the widow.”

“Good luck to you, there,”
Beeton grumbled, slightly mollified. “Weren’t you listening? The
wicked widow has been treading the straight and narrow this
Season.”

“Then it is a good thing
that I only wish to have words with her and hadn’t planned on
tupping her up against a tree.” Shaking his head, Vickers left the
group behind. Lady Mitford was almost upon them. Her attention was
diverted as she laughed at something one of her companions said. He
merged into the crowd milling in the opposite direction and let his
gaze roam nonchalantly over the oncoming faces. When he lit upon
the countess, he stopped.

“Lady Mitford. Well met,”
he called.

Hats and bonnets turned. Let her avoid him
now.

“Mr. Vickers. Good
afternoon.” She did not look pleased.

“I vow, it’s been an age.”
He gave her his most charming smile—a rare enough occurrence.
Enough so that it set off a wave of whispers and giggles through
her entourage. “How is it that we keep missing each
other?”

“Just luck, I would
guess.”

This time only one of her companions
tittered.

“The worst sort of luck,”
Vickers pressed on. “Let me remedy that now.” He bowed. “Lord
Worthe’s engagement ball approaches. May I be first to solicit a
dance?”

Looking seriously displeased now, she
glanced somewhere behind her.

Vickers kept a polite smile fixed in
place.

“You tempt me,” the lady
responded at last. “But alas, I’ve an injury that keeps me from
dancing for a few days.”

Gallantly, he refrained from pointing out
that her injury allowed her to stroll easily enough in the park.
Relentless, he continued. “Well, then, I shall look forward to
sitting out a set in your fair company.”

He’d trapped her. She couldn’t escape now
unless she failed to attend the ball altogether.

“Yes, of course.” Her face
was set. “But we must move on now.” She glanced about her for
support.

He faced the chorus of agreement with bland
acceptance. “Until the ball, then.” He bowed again.

She nodded and pressed forward. The group
accompanying her followed, parting and flowing around him like a
river around a rock, while he stood, staring and musing, after
her.

“She’ll avoid you if she
can, you know.”

He barely glanced at the young lady who had
detached herself from the tail of the group long enough to address
him.

“Will she?” he asked
thoughtfully.

“She must, I’m afraid. She
cannot afford to fraternize with someone innocent maidens have been
warned of.”

“Have they? Been warned off
me?” He took a grim pleasure in the idea. “All of them, as a
general rule?” Oh, how that would set his father aflame.

He looked to her for the answer, only to
find the thought arrested by a cold, little frisson of shock.

A pretty girl, she was, the young lady who
had stopped to speak to him. A very pretty girl, indeed.

The pause lingered. His mind needed a moment
to absorb it all, to fight off the notion that he’d imagined her,
that it must be a mistake—the idea that nature had fashioned such a
creature.

Ice blue eyes smiled back at him from a
lovely face—eyes of that pale color that seemed destined to be
always accompanied by or edged in silver. Yet they looked just fine
in a rim of thick, dark lashes too. Very fine. More warm and alive
than Vickers would have predicted.

And yes, they smiled at him, those startling
eyes, though the rest of her countenance displayed only that which
was correct, calm and polite.

“Well, I’ve been warned off you, at any
rate.” She grinned then, and bit her lip—her full lower lip that
didn’t quite seem to match the sweet bow shaped upper one—and yet
together they made an irresistible sight—a perfectly kissable
mouth, just begging to be put to use.

Wait. Beeton had said something about a girl
with an angel’s countenance and a devil’s mouth—one connected to
Lady Mitford. Was this her? He looked her over again. She didn’t
look angelic to him, with those wide set, slightly slanted eyes and
those dramatic, gently pointed brows.

He racked his brain, but couldn’t come up
with the name. He raised a brow instead. “And you are?”

Her color rose, just enough to tint her fair
skin with a rose flush. “Oh, I am sorry. I’m being terribly
forward, aren’t I? I hope you’ll forgive me—only, this might be my
last chance, you see.” She dipped her head and bobbed a quick
curtsy. “I am Miss Adelaide Stockton. Lady Mitford is my cousin.
She is very kindly sponsoring me this Season.”

Ah, so here was the reason for the
countess’s sudden proper streak—and a distasteful burden it must be
for her, too. No. Rosamond would not enjoy being held up for
constant comparison to this girl.

He flicked a glance at her scrap of a
bonnet, which did nothing to hide her thick, blonde hair or the
length of her elegant neck. The girl stood taller than most,
perhaps half a head below his own height. Slim, but with curves in
all the most interesting spots. And her manner . . .

Vickers shifted, feeling
himself on uncertain ground for the first time in ages—and somewhat
annoyed about it. He had a reputation—hard won and well deserved.
Damned useful, too. The beau monde
saw him as a gambler, a spendthrift, and a rake of
the highest order. Society’s older women loved him for it—or they
stayed away. Innocents who wandered into his path usually sidled
quickly away again, as if the stain of his wickedness might rub off
on them.

They did not usually stare at him with frank
assessment and open appreciation. They did not often run a
searching gaze over him, from his short hair to his shining
Hessians—and every spot in between.

And he did not usually react like a restless
and jumpy, untried boy.

“Last chance?” he asked at
last. “At what?”

He stopped, suddenly aware
that this was the third—no, fourth, time he’d responded to her
with a short, sharp question. So much for his vaunted
charm.

“To make your
acquaintance.”

Her gaze still roamed, scanning his
shoulders and arms, following the lines of his waistcoat and moving
on to widen again, as if measuring the width of his thighs.

“Is that what you are
doing?” he asked wryly. “Making my acquaintance?”

She stilled and looked him in the eye again
at last. “Yes, I hope so. But I admit, I am quite admiring you as
well.”

He clamped his mouth shut. Safer to say
nothing at all to something like that.

She shrugged. “One does hear so many things
about you, Mr. Vickers. I am glad to find that at least one of the
reports is true. You truly do inspire chill bumps, up close.”

Surprise vanquished any remaining annoyance.
He laughed. “I’ve heard about you too—heard that you are Perfection
Itself. Though if I were to judge by this conversation alone, I
might be skeptical.”

“Perfection? No. Careful?
Yes.” She shuddered. “Who would want to be perfect? It sounds
ghastly boring.” She glanced up. “Though it’s a relief to know
there’s at least one person in Town who knows I’m not.”

Again, she kept her voice low and her
expression polite. For all the people milling about and past them
knew, they could be discussing the weather.

He had to admit, he was enjoying the farce.
He lowered his tone, too. “And you? What do you inspire, up
close?”

Some of the light left her face. “It would
depend on just who you ask, sir. I’ve learned that Society looks at
me and I am instantly dubbed either a saint or a sinner. Either
way, the only thing I seem to inspire is caution.”

“You continually surprise
me, Miss Stockton. I felt sure the answer would be
befuddlement.”

“It’s been known to
happen,” she said affably.

He narrowed his gaze and glanced at the
group still moving off without her. “What else do they say about
me?

“Oh, many things. That you
are quite wonderfully witty, but wicked with it. That you drink too
much, gamble too much, and spend time with the wrong sorts of
women.”

He shot her a tight glance. “Let’s add
exasperation to the list of reactions. Do you always answer a
question so directly?”

She shrugged. “Not lately.”

He snorted. “Then I don’t know whether to
feel honored or annoyed. I’ll wager that on further acquaintance
you inspire even more volatile responses . . . murderous
tendencies, perhaps?”

She stilled and he thought perhaps he’d
taken it too far. But no. She didn’t look upset . . . but
interested. Everything about this encounter had been novel—but that
look of speculation? He was more than passing familiar with it.

The trees behind them shifted in the breeze
just then and a stray shaft of sunshine lit her from behind. And in
that moment he understood the reverence with which Nowell had
spoken of her. Fair skin and fine form, wide blue eyes and the
fresh look of a dew-kissed nymph—celestial indeed. Yet paired with
that saucy humor and the hint of pain she’d revealed?

It all made an image that might have been
specifically crafted to set his nerves on edge and his heart to
kicking like an irritable stallion. To stimulate his senses and tug
at his dusty, neglected heart strings.

He spoke quickly to shut off that line of
thought. “Why did you say that Lady Rosamond cannot afford to
interact with me? It’s an odd choice of words.”

She blinked. Suddenly she looked around,
peering past him to gauge how far her party had gone without her.
“Odd, perhaps, but accurate.” She lifted a shoulder. “It’s not
really my place to speak of it.” She glanced askance at him. “What
was it that you wished with her, sir?”

“Just a few words. I won’t
go into it now, it’s quite a long story.”

She glanced at him with a curious look of
yearning. “And one that contains pain, pathos and a bit of
adventure, I’d wager, too.”

“What makes you say
that?”

“All the best stories do.
All you need now is a happy ending.” Her distracted gaze wandered
south again. “What color would you call that waistcoat?”

Surprised, he glanced down. “I don’t know.”
He lifted a shoulder. “The color of eggplant?”

“Eggplant . . . Yes,
that is a good
word.” She shaped it with her mouth. Or perhaps, plum?” Shaking her
head, she looked up and continued. “Perhaps you and my cousin can
exchange stories then, when you see her at the ball.”

“When?” he asked with
irony. “After that reception, I’d say the more likely choice of
words would be if I see her at the ball.”

She bit her lip. “You might be correct, at
that.” She raised a delicate brow at him. “But something tells me
that would not be the end of it. I feel sure that you are more
stubborn than Cousin Rosamond.”

She looked ahead again and took a step
away.

“Yes, hurry on.” He waved a
hand. “You are right. I am stubborn. Don’t worry,” he added
ironically. “We will meet and talk again.”

She stopped and looked over her shoulder at
him. “Don’t you see? I very likely should worry about that. But I
don’t.”

With that cryptic statement, she turned and
hurried away. Vickers watched until he saw her rejoin the trailing
end of Lady Rosamond’s party—without the countess ever knowing
she’d been gone.

Thoughtful, he turned away—only to break out
a real smile at the sight of Hestia Wright drawing close in her
small, open carriage.

“Hestia! You’re
back!”

“Indeed.” She returned his
smile, but there was something . . . reserved . . . worried,
perhaps . . . there too. “Would you care for a ride
home?”

“I would, thank you.” He
climbed up and settled in the opposite seat. “And your expertise,
too. Tell me everything you know about the Countess of Mitford.” He
settled in, throwing an arm across the back of the seat and making
himself comfortable. “And her cousin.”
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Her first slip.

Addy listened to Rosamond
fuss and fume and thanked Providence that Great-Aunt Delia had not
accompanied them to the park. She’d done her best to follow the
older woman’s advice. She’d spent these last weeks acting as
refined as any properly well bred girl of the ton. She’d been everything quiet,
prim and proper.

Until today.

A few minutes in Mr. Vickers’ company and
she’d reverted back to her old ways. Oh, she’d managed to hide all
the excited flutterings he stirred up, and to quell the dozens of
questions she was dying to ask. Where had he been these last weeks?
Why did he look so solemn? How had he come by that tiny scar above
the arch of his brow? She’d managed to swallow them all—but she’d
acted too forthright, too outspoken, nonetheless.

“I vow, what is the good of
being a widow if I still must act as if I were restrained by a leg
shackle,” Rosamond fretted. The group of her friends had dispersed
and the two of them were now strolling home to Cavendish Square. “I
know I promised strict propriety, but it’s growing
tiresome.”

Addy’s mouth quirked. “It
hasn’t done you any harm. The ton
has applauded the mending of your ways for the
sake of your family—and you still generate interest from men like
Vickers.”

“True.” Rosamond preened,
just a bit. Then she glared. “And yet it hasn’t done you much good
at all.”

Also true. Parts of Society just couldn’t
get past the scandal of her parents’ marriage—to them she’d always
be tainted. The rest seemed willing to forgive and
forget—especially after someone came up with that nickname. Then
suddenly everyone wanted an introduction. The men clamored for
dances, the ladies wished to be seen with her. But it was all so
stilted and superficial. Everyone, be they friend or foe, seemed
universally unwilling to look past her reputation to see the girl
inside.

“It’s not like I haven’t
tried,” she protested. “Perhaps we’ve overdone it with the strictly
proper behavior. They’ve dubbed me with that ridiculous name, and
everyone who deigns to look past my family’s past treats me as if
I’m made of ice. Like that nice Mr. Nowell. He comes around and
seems happy to spend a little time in my orbit, but . . . nothing
goes beyond the pleasantries. Neither he—nor any of them—will ever
take a peek beyond my outer surface.”

Rosamond groaned. “Not you, too, with the
astronomical talk. I realize Lord Worthe’s lectures are popular,
but his enthusiasm is slowly turning us all into scientists.”

“He does make it all sound
more interesting than I might have imagined.”

“Never mind that. What am I
to do at his engagement ball, when Vickers comes looking for his
dance?”

“Dance with him?” Addy
suggested.

Heaven knew she’d like to. And not just
because he was beautiful and quick with a quip and made her feel
quite out of her depth and a little reckless with it. There had
been that moment when he’d accused her of inspiring murderous
impulses—it sounded just like something her father would say and
made her feel as if he, at least, had sneaked a peek and seen a bit
of her true self.

“And risk my mother hearing
of it? Vickers is still a rogue and a rake—and enough of an excuse
for her to cut off our funds like that!” She snapped her fingers.
Her tone turned aggrieved. “If you’d just hurry up and catch a
husband!”

“I am trying.”

But though enough of
society wanted to know her, it seemed no one wished to marry her. The only gentleman to come
up to scratch with an actual proposal had been Lord Nolan—and
everyone in the ton knew that he was only looking for mother for his unruly brood.
It was a measure of her desperate state that she’d actually
considered him—until she’d mentioned adding her infant sister to
his litter of six and he’d flatly refused.

Then, so had she.

“Try harder,” Rosamond
insisted. “As long as you have no prospects, I must behave like a
spinster too. It’s hardly fair, especially with a man like Vickers
hanging about. I can only put him off for so long.”

Addy nodded, but in her heart she
acknowledged that her experience of the Season had nearly put her
off the idea of marriage. Was this all there was? Dispassionate
maneuverings for the highest title? Unacknowledged competition for
the largest dowry? Social niceties but no real interaction? It was
all so discouraging and disheartening. No wonder her mother had dug
her heels in and created a scandal until she won permission to
marry the man she loved.

Addy didn’t even have that option. No man
she’d met had even come close to inspiring that sort of palpable
reaction.

She brushed away a quick vision of Vickers.
No use pinning any hopes there. In fact, more and more she’d been
harboring rebellious thoughts about arranging a life on her own.
She held back a sigh. The finances wouldn’t be a problem. She could
move back home, or even into the village house in the Cotswolds
that had been part of her mother’s marriage parcel. Her allowance
would cover her and little Muriel very well. She could raise her
sister as she’d been raised, with the real education and the wider
outlook that her mother had wished her daughters to possess. She
could have a garden, and her books, a few friends. Perhaps they
could occasionally travel in to Town to visit the museums and the
theater.

It sounded lovely and peaceful, and yet—it
just wasn’t done. Girls like her were set on one path—and it led
straight to the altar.

Her family would object. Society would
object. She’d be pitied . . . and possibly scorned.

And it still felt like her best
alternative.

As difficult as finding a mate was proving
to be, forging a life without one would be infinitely more so. For
it to materialize into the slightest possibility, she’d have to
manage the thing respectably.

She would need help. Such a departure would
require a special situation, a great deal of persuasion—and if she
was to have any chance at social acceptance—a veritable sparkling
diamond of a pristine reputation.

She and Rosamond heaved simultaneous
sighs.

Suddenly her cousin
brightened. “Unless,” she said with excitement. “What if Vickers
has reformed as well? He hasn’t been seen about much this Season.
He hasn’t been frolicking with the demi-monde or frequenting his usual
gaming hells or the races. Perhaps his father finally won that
battle and convinced him to give over his rakish ways.”

“Then your dance will not
be nearly as much fun,” Addy remarked.

“Oh, think larger, girl!
What an interesting couple we should make. Only imagine the splash
we cause in Society! How everyone would talk. We’d be on every
guest list, for Seasons to come.” The idea kept Rosamond happy and
occupied for several blocks. Until the intersection with Oxford
Street, where she let out a horrified gasp and clutched Addy’s
arm.

“Nooo,” she moaned. “Damn
it all!”

Addy gasped. “Rosamond!”

“Oh, why?” her cousin
groaned. “Why could it not have worked out the way I’d only just
imagined it? It would have been perfect. But no—the willful man!
Look!”

Addy searched until she spotted the problem.
Vickers again. Her heart leaped, but he never noticed them. He was
seated in a small, fast moving carriage, listening intently as an
astoundingly beautiful woman spoke, half a smile on her face.

Confident.
Competent.

Like bubbles the two words bounced their way
up and out of her, popping onto the surface of her mind.

Virile.

Another one. She shivered, so startled and
grateful she was. This was how it used to be, back when her stories
lived just below the surface. When words and scenes and people
jostled for space in her brain, kept her company and amused both
her and her friends and family.

Suddenly she realized just what she was
seeing. Vickers. With a beautiful, blonde woman.

“Wait!” Addy stared. “Is
that . . .”

“Hestia Wright,” sighed
Rosamond bitterly. “And if he’s still hanging about her skirts then
he’s not changing his ways, after all.”

Hestia Wright.

“Do you not understand,
Adelaide?” Rosamond had grown petulant again. “This means that I
cannot keep company with him, after all.”

“But his reformation was
just an idea you struck upon,” Addy reminded her absently. “Your
own invention.”

“Well, he should strike
upon it!” her cousin exclaimed. “Truly, it would be the best of all
worlds. I could keep the notice and acclaim I’ve had this Season,
and still have a man like that at my side?” She sighed and
continued, but Addy didn’t hear any more complaints.

Hanging about her skirts. Hestia Wright’s
skirts.

Abruptly all the cosmos around Addy
adjusted. Puzzle pieces clicked into place, almost audibly. Answers
to questions slid home like the parts of a well-oiled lock.
Perhaps, just perhaps, all of her hopes might come true. The dark,
difficult horizon suddenly looked brighter, colored with a
multitude of possibilities.

Suddenly, Addy couldn’t wait for Lord
Worthe’s engagement ball.
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Addy dressed carefully for the event,
choosing her wardrobe as carefully as a knight donning armor. Her
violet gown might not stop a lance, but its fitted bodice displayed
her curves perfectly and the color darkened her eyes and lent them
a more mysterious hue.

She entertained the stray thought that what
she should wear was one of those scandalously short, tight outfits
she’d seen on the trick riders at Astley’s Amphitheater. Tonight’s
work was certainly going to take a similar level of luck, balance
and poise.

She tapped her foot,
enjoying the lovely, celebratory air of the evening. Lord Worthe
was only recently known to the ton, but Miss Jane Tillney was a
favorite. Everyone’s delight for the happy couple spilled out into
the event. Addy had danced nearly every set, watching the crowd all
the while, but she’d seen no sign of Vickers yet.

When she had a chance, she went to ask after
Rosamond. Her cousin, making the most of the white lie she’d told
in the Park, had commandeered a throne-like chair, from which she
was holding court.

“Am I well?” she whispered
behind her fan in answer to Addy’s question. “Look about you!
Somehow, turning Vickers away in the Park has made me more
interesting to a number of other gentlemen!” Her eyebrows rose high
in astonishment. “Who could have predicted it?”

“Who, indeed?”

“Even if Vickers hasn’t
reformed, things might grow a tad more interesting. Now,” Rosamond
said, raising her voice and tapping Addy with her fan. “I am
growing a bit chilled. Would you fetch my shawl for me? There’s a
dear girl.”

Addy heard someone ask about the scandal of
her parents’ marriage as she departed, but she didn’t mind. Most
everyone knew the tale and any suitor of hers must show himself
quite above it. She delivered the shawl and positioned herself a
bit apart, taking the opportunity to scan the crowd before her once
more.

Which was why she startled so violently when
the voice came from behind her.

“Good evening, Miss
Stockton.”

With a gasp, Addy spun about. Vickers. He’d
come from a shadowed corner near a servant’s doorway. Bright
candlelight spilled over him as he stepped into the open,
illuminating that marvelous bone structure and picking out the
light flecks in his dark eyes.

“Good heavens.” He could
have been a bold, elegant sculpture, come to life.

He stared and she knew a moment’s triumph
when he seemed unable to look away from the embroidery trailing the
neckline of her gown.

“I’m sorry,” he managed
after a moment. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

She nodded, not quite able to return to
normal, herself.

“I meant, rather,” he
continued, “to ask if you would honor me with this
dance.”

Now she stared—in horrified dismay. “What?
Good heavens!” she repeated. “No! Absolutely not!”

He blinked. “Excuse me?”

“No! Are you mad? You
cannot dance with me.” Frowning, she cast a quick, furtive glance
toward Rosamond. “That is—do you still wish to have that discussion
with Lady Mitford?”

His brow furrowed. “Yes. It’s why I’m
here.”

“Then you must not dance
with me—or anyone else.” She pointed her chin in her cousin’s
direction. “At least, not until you have procured her hand for a
dance. If you hope for any chance with her, you must listen. Go
now, before she sees you here.”

She started to reach a hand out toward him,
but stopped herself in time. “If she rejects you, Mr. Vickers—”

He reared back, then glanced over at the
countess, surrounded by her entourage. “She won’t reject me.”

“If she does,” Addy
insisted. “Then you must only seem indifferent.”

“She won’t,” he
repeated.

She only nodded. “Off you go. Be charming.
Request the supper dance—or offer to take her for a slow stroll
upon the terrace. Anything else and she’ll turn you away.”

She bit her lip. “Go on,” she urged.

Still scowling, he took a step backward.

“Go,” she waved him away.
“Before she sees you.”

With a nod, he turned away.

Addy settled in to watch. There. The scene
had been set, and hopefully she’d established her role. Rosamond’s
actions were easy to predict. All she could do was wait and see if
Vickers played according to the script.

[image: ]

“Dear me. Yes, I did
promise you a set, didn’t I?” Lady Mitford sounded almost bored.
“I’m afraid I only have the supper dance left.”

Vickers bowed. “I’d be honored to have the
supper dance.”

“But you see . . . my
injury is paining me so . . . I meant to leave before the supper
dance begins.”

Vickers clenched his jaw. He had no need of
the Stockton chit’s advice. His natural inclination was to freeze
out the Countess—who was obviously engaging him in a game he had
yet to identify. “How disappointing,” he drawled. Straightening, he
gave her a nod. “Perhaps another time.”

“Mr. Vickers,” she said
quickly.

“Yes?” It was a cold
question asked over his shoulder as he’d already turned to
go.

“Perhaps you might assist
me to my carriage? When the time comes?”

He hesitated, tempted to punish her for the
odd bit of cat and mouse she’d embarked them on. But he wanted to
speak to her about his father quite badly. He stifled a curse and
gave her a smile instead. “Of course. Until then.”

He strode away fighting irritation—and
trying to stifle a sense of intrigue. Turned down by two women in a
matter of minutes. A first, even for the wicked, debauched Vickers.
But while he felt sure he could beat Lady Mitford in whatever game
she was playing . . . it was her niece who sparked his
interest.

What was she up to? Searching, he found her
on the dance floor—where she quickly looked away after meeting his
gaze. So. She was watching him. And clearly she was also—quite
artfully—trying to manipulate him in some way. He found the notion
appalling—and yet somehow adorable as well. Few men of his
acquaintance possessed the stones and fortitude to take him on—and
this pretty little girl not only made the attempt, she began to
show some skill.

Adeptly she maneuvered herself throughout
the evening, keeping him in her sights, watching him without
seeming to do so. Really, he was almost charmed. As the evening
wore on, he tired of the game and decided to take pity on her. He
waited until the refreshment table was depleted and forgotten, then
wandered over there—alone and in plain view.

It didn’t take long until her seemingly
random course through the room led her near.

Good girl.

He watched her come. On the whole, he was
enjoying himself. Only one thing grated on his nerves. That look of
dismay she’d displayed when he asked her to dance—that had been
real. It bothered him. And as he’d spent years molding himself into
a man who lived on cunning, controversy and confrontation, he acted
in character. When he found a sore spot, he poked it.

Even when it was his own.

“So glad you found your way
over here, Miss Stockton,” he called. “There is still a bit of
buttered crab here. Can I interest you in a bite?”

“No, thank you.” She
approached the table.

“Then perhaps we might have
that dance?”

He waited.

Not long. The animation in her expression
faded and those brows, like signal flags, lowered into a thundering
frown. “We will not be sharing a dance, Mr. Vickers,” she said.

Not the answer he’d been expecting. “Won’t
we?”

“We will not—and you must
stop asking.”

His own brows shot skyward. “Your family is
quite hard on a man’s sense of worth. I would begin to worry I’d
lost my appeal,” he drawled, “had you not been eying me like a hawk
from a distance all evening.”

He thought he’d startle a blush out of her.
Instead her face reflected . . . pleasure? And anticipation. He
felt a stirring of something similar, starting down low in his
gut.

“Drat. I thought I was
being subtle.”

His interest in this strange, pretty girl
just kept growing apace.

“You did well enough,” he
answered begrudgingly. “But a man in my position learns to read the
nuances in a room.”

She brightened. “A rare enough talent, but
one I can appreciate.” Pausing, she crinkled her brow. “Your
position?” she asked for clarification.

“Never mind. I assume
there’s a reason behind the scrutiny—and this?” He waved a hand.
“Besides the fruit tarts?”

“Yes. I’ve been hoping for
a private moment.”

“We could have had that in
a dance.”

“No, we could not. And I
must not seem to be lingering with you, either.” She moved down the
refreshment table.

He sighed. “The countess is not going to ask
for my assistance when she departs, is she?”

She frowned. “Is that how she put you
off?”

‘Yes.”

“No. I have no doubt she’ll
slip away while you are busy elsewhere.”

He stifled a surge of frustration. “What is
it that you want, Miss Stockton?”

“I wish to offer my
help.”

“With what?”

“In your mission with my
cousin. My advice was sound, was it not?”

“Yes.” And completely
unnecessary. He left that part out.

“It’s clear you want
something from her.” She lifted a deviled egg and examined
it.

“Only
conversation.”

She set the egg back down on the platter.
“The why of it may not be clear, but it will be difficult for you
to get it.”

“For me?” Skepticism colored his
tone.

“I’m afraid so. Especially
for you.”

“Another blow to my self
respect.” He considered. “I must assume that you mean to ask for
something in return for your help?”

Now she flushed, just the smallest bit. “I
had meant to propose an exchange, yes.” She picked up a tart. Her
tongue darted out to take the smallest taste of the burnt cream
adorning it. Her smile broadcast her approval.

It also shut down several of the working
gears in his brain. Not too big a loss, though, as his body
compensated, sending all that energy to set his gut to churning
faster. And his lower bits to stirring, too.

He rolled his eyes. “I am struck with the
sudden certainty that I am not going to like what comes next.”

“Very astute of you. But
you wouldn’t like failing at your objective, either.”

He looked up as the current
quadrille ended. “Miss Stockton, we cannot keep whispering over
the canapés. Let
us arrange a place to speak frankly.” His eyes roamed the room.
“Ah. Yes. Wait fifteen minutes, then make your way onto the terrace
through those doors. Wait in the far left corner. I’ll meet you
there.”

He didn’t wait for her acknowledgement, but
left the table and picked his way through the crowd to the newly
engaged couple. His words of congratulations to Jane Tillney were
heartfelt. She was a lovely girl and deserved every happiness. He
kissed her cheek, shook Worthe’s hand and then left through the
front door. Waving away the servants’ offers to find him a hack, he
sauntered away, until half a block later he ducked down an alley
and came back, letting himself in through the mews gate and
approaching the house through a small, empty garden.

The girl was there. She stood in profile,
her curves clearly outlined against the bright lights of the party,
her aristocratic profile only visible as an elegant shadow against
the glow.

It was enough to settle a weight upon
Vickers’ chest, and to set his heart beating, as if it meant to
throw the heavy burden off.

He moved in, staying in the shadows and
stepping close to the broad, rough-hewn stone pillar supporting the
corner of the terrace.

“Are you alone?”

She started and then laughed a little.

“Oh, how well you did that.
I never saw you come.” She nodded. “Yes. I’m alone. I acted out a
dreadful coughing spasm until the courting couples abandoned the
spot.”

He smiled in the dark. “Good. Now, tell me
what it is you want from me.”

“A partnership,” she
responded instantly.

He waited.

“I can help you. I can
convince Rosamond to speak with you.”

“And what am I to pay for
the price of this conversation?”

“You speak in the singular.
Do you really expect to accomplish whatever it is you intend in one
conversation?”

He recalled his earlier thought—that Lady
Mitford might not even know what knowledge she possessed—what she
might have seen or heard that was making his father so jumpy. “If
I’m lucky.”

“And if you are
not?”

He remained silent.

“That’s what I thought,”
she said smugly.

He wondered what that looked like on her
angelic face.

“I’ll convince her to speak
with you, cooperate with you however you need. It won’t be so easy,
you know. Her situation is not so simple as it has been in the
past.”

“What’s changed?” he
asked.

“It would be foolish of me
to tell you, wouldn’t it?”

He was glad she was quick enough to realize
it—and amused that she thought he wouldn’t be capable of finding it
out.

“And what will you require
in return?”

She kept silent a moment and he realized she
was making sure they were alone.

“First, you must give your
solemn promise not to embroil the countess—or myself—in any sort of
scandal.”

He stilled. “I’m sure you are aware, Miss
Stockton, that what I am embroiled in is an ongoing battle.”

She rustled as she nodded. “I’ve heard a bit
of it.”

“Then you must also have
realized that scandal is my greatest weapon.”

“Nevertheless, you must
agree to keep my cousin out of it.”

“And what else?”

Leaning down, she lowered her voice to an
appealing rasp. “A meeting. I want you to arrange a meeting for
me—with Hestia Wright.”

All the slow molten heat she’d awakened in
his blood froze in an instant. He gripped the balustrade she leaned
over. “Are you in trouble? In danger?” Girls of her sort did not
generally speak of Hestia Wright, let alone pursue an acquaintance.
He thought of Brynne Wilmott—now the Duchess of Aldmere—another
aristocratic girl whose dire straights had led her to seek Hestia’s
help just a short time ago.

“No. It’s nothing like
that.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She hesitated. “When
you speak with her . . . to arrange things . . . tell her that I
wish to pay a debt.” Another moment of silence. “Liliann’s
debt.”

“Who is
Liliann?”

“She will know.”

She was telling the truth. He heard it in
her voice. He let go of the railing.

“I’ll prove the worth of my
trade, if you wish,” she hurried on. “I’ll provide you a chance to
speak to Lady Mitford, but you must do as I say.”

But alarm bells were ringing in Vickers’
ears. This was more complicated than a bold, pretty girl flaunting
Society’s rules and flirting with a hardened rake under their
noses. She didn’t even know what she was asking. How could they
work together? He lived on vengeance and anger, while she breathed
light and innocence. The whole idea reeked of Trouble. Distraction.
Chaos masquerading behind a curvaceous purple dress and an intrepid
wit.

He had a mission. The work he’d dedicated
himself to for so long. He couldn’t allow himself to stray now.

But what if he did need her help? And what
if she truly needed his? He’d been friends with Hestia too long to
be able to abandon a girl in real need.

He cursed under his breath.

“Fine,” he
clipped.

She was still bent low over the railing,
speaking earnestly. “Tomorrow evening. You must attend Lady Lisle’s
literary salon.”

He groaned. “She
favors poetry.”

“And so does Rosamond. Be
there. Be polite, attentive for a short, socially acceptable
interval. No more. Don’t try to engage her again.”

Every feeling revolted. “I prefer the direct
approach.”

He could feel her smile in the dark. He was
surprised her grin of triumph didn’t light up the terrace. “If you
knew Rosamond at all, you’d know that she does not.” Reaching down,
she touched his shoulder. He felt the warmth of that little grip
from the top of his head down to his toes. “Trust me. I’ll get you
what you want.”

For the first time since his eighteenth
birthday, those words summoned an image of something besides his
father’s humbling defeat—reason enough to turn and walk away.

Instead he heaved a sigh. “Fine. We’ll do it
your way, the first time.”

She was still smiling. He heard it in her
voice. “And then?”

He stepped away so that her hand fell away
from him. “And then we shall see.”
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Miss Merry Vale’s
Ode to the River Thames stretched as long and twisted as the great river itself. Addy
was as thrilled as the rest of Lady Lisle’s guests to reach the end
of it. But as the audience stood and began to file back toward the
reception rooms, she merely switched seats. Leaving Rosamond in the
company of Sir Harold Stobbins, she crossed the room and plopped
herself down just behind Mr. Vickers.

Good heavens, those shoulders. They were
even more impressive up close. Such a broad expanse of fabric
reached all the way across his chair and intruded into the space
allotted to his neighbors. If she had sat next to him instead of
behind, would she even now feel the press of them against her?

The idea set her heart to thumping, but she
refused to let it show. All about them people surreptitiously
stretched and murmured low as they shook out benumbed limbs, but
Vickers—and those shoulders—remained still and quiet.

Had he fallen asleep? He would likely not
have been alone. Holding her breath, she leaned in close, listening
for the sound of deep, even breaths.

“You owe me, Miss
Stockton,” he said suddenly, quite loud and clear.

She gasped and jumped and nearly fell from
her chair.

“The balance of our
agreement was mightily skewed when I was forced to listen to Miss
Vale rhyme life giving waters
with druidic
squatters.”

She laughed. “That was
dreadful, wasn’t it? But not as bad, I think, as
Saxon settlements and Roman
betterments.” She frowned a little. “Did
you hear the sound that went through the room at that moment? What
would you call it?” She thought a moment. “A faint, pained moan?
That adequately describes it, yes?”

He half-turned in his seat and her breath
caught.

He was laughing.

And she was falling, into dark eyes
brightened with amusement and a handsome face transformed by wry
humor. What a difference it made in him. He’d been compelling
before. He made her blood heat now. She urgently wanted to laugh
with him. To shout in triumph or stand on her head or tell a
thousand funny tales—anything to keep those eyes filled with light
and matching the smile on his lips.

She didn’t make any of those tragic
mistakes, of course. Instead, blinking, she gathering her
composure. “Lady Mitford is primed and ready to speak to you.”

The smile faded and she took a stranglehold
on her disappointment. He glanced over toward her cousin. “Are you
sure? I thought she seemed unusually subdued today.”

“She is, a bit. We had an
unusually subdued conversation in the carriage on the way over. I
promise, it has left her receptive to you.”

Brow furrowed doubtfully, he watched
Rosamond with Sir Harold. “I’ll put my trust in you, then.”

The words warmed her more than was likely
wise. “Here’s what you shall do. Go and fetch two drinks. Sir
Harold will likely soon make the offer to do the same. You can move
in once he’s gone, and the conversation will go from there.”

His mouth twitched. “You wish me to
literally beat him to the punch?” He raised a brow. “I suppose it
is a sound strategy.” He stood. “Come?” He offered his arm. “I’ll
fetch you a glass as well.”

She hesitated, wishing she could agree. But
he had his goal and she had hers, and she’d already taken a risk,
sitting here with him. “I’d like to, thank you, but I must resist
the temptation. It wouldn’t be wise.”

He looked surprised . . . and perhaps a
little insulted. “It’s only a drink,” he said with irony. “Nothing
so binding as an actual set of dances.”

Oh, she had wounded him,
just a little. She felt guilty, but also a small, quick
zing of feminine
power.

Still, she should make him understand. “You
said you’d heard my dreadful nickname, yes?”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “The
Celestial, do you mean? Or are there more?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, that one. I know
it’s ridiculous, but it’s also been helpful.”

“It cannot have been easy
to live with,” he surprised her by saying. “You’ve far too much
sass. My mind boggles at the picture of how many times you must
have been forced to hold your tongue.”

There it was again, that
warm rush. The comfortable feeling of being known. “You have no idea!” she
laughed. “But as tempting as it is to shock someone with a bit of
deviltry, that sterling reputation is necessary to my plans. So,
while I don’t mean to insult you . . .”

“You cannot be seen too
often in the company of the wicked Vickers.”

She bit her lip and glanced over at Rosamond
and Sir Harold. They were the only ones left amongst the seating as
her cousin played up her imaginary injury. Everyone else had passed
through the doorway open in the folding wall that allowed Lady
Lisle to separate her long salon into two areas. “Perhaps I’ll just
walk you to the door.”

He shrugged and offered his arm again. With
a little thrill she laid her hand there.

An immediate flush started in her chest and
began to climb higher. How warm he was! The heat surely affected
her brain, because she began to imagine what that lean, strong arm
might feel like without his linen and his very fine wool coat.

Too quickly—or at least before she could
mentally remove any more of his clothes—they reached the end of the
aisle. To the right stood the doorway, to the left a screen across
a corner, presumably hiding a servant’s entrance. A pedestal stood
between them, close to the screen, topped with one of Lady Lisle’s
massive urns of fresh flowers.

As they approached, Addy heard a small cry
and caught a glimpse of a shadow darting behind the screen—and saw
the pedestal shift and the urn begin to wobble.

She opened her mouth, but before she could
act, Vickers was there. He caught the fragile urn before it smashed
to the floor. Unfortunately he could do nothing about the wave of
water that sloshed out, carrying with it nearly half of the
carefully arranged flowers.

Addy jumped back, but the leading edge
caught a section of her hem, wetting it through. From behind the
screen came a gasp of horror and a stifled sob.

Vickers replaced the urn, but Addy
approached the corner. “It’s all right. Truly. Come out.”

They waited. After a moment
a young girl slunk from behind the screen, head down. Not a
maidservant, as Addy had thought, but a gently bred girl, perhaps
twelve years old, enveloped in a fine wrapper. She lifted her chin
as two fat tears rolled down her cheeks. “I am so very sorry,
miss!” Her eyes drifted over Addy’s gown and the tears started
flowing faster. “Oh, your beautiful gown! I do apologize. I know I ought not to
have come down and now look at what I’ve done!”

“No, don’t fret!” Addy
hastened to reassure her as she wrung out her hem. “It’s only
water. It will dry.”

But the girl caught sight of the mess on the
floor and began to sob in earnest. “It was wrong, I know, but it
was only—”

The rest grew unintelligible.

“You wished to hear the
poetry?”

The girl nodded and valiantly tried to
stifle her tears, but the sight of Vickers seemed to be the last
straw. “Oh, Mama will b. . .b . . be furious!”

“Nonsense,” Addy
interrupted. “No one has seen you save for the two of us—and we
will certainly not spread the tale.”

This did not have the beneficial effect
she’d hoped for. The crying continued.

“Come now,” Addy said
desperately. “This is not so bad! Have you not heard of the royal
princess, locked in a tower, who vowed to hurl flowers down to her
favored suitors and urns down upon the heads of those who
displeased her?”

That stopped her for a moment. “No,” she
said on a hiccup.

“The princess had such a
temper, she filled the courtyard with pottery shards before she
found a man worthy of a posy. At once, she set him a series of
tasks he thought he’d never complete.”

The tears dried up. “What were they?”

“Why don’t I tell you while
you and I gather up the stems and Mr. Vickers goes to fetch a
servant to wipe up the water?”

The girl nodded. Addy raised her brows at
Vickers, who stared very hard at her for a moment, then started
off. “After she tossed him a lovely stem of lilac, the princess
told her swain he must climb a far off rock face . . .”

The story ended as they pushed the last of
the flowers back into place. “Now, you can run back upstairs with
no one the wiser,” Addy told the girl.

“Thank you, ever so much.”
The child curtsied, then gave a nod past her—and Addy turned to
find Vickers returned and watching them. His curious expression
caught her, and she stared, trying to decipher if it was heated or
soft, or an odd mix of both. Behind her the girl slipped away and
they were left in a stretched, taut silence.

His gaze left hers and ran over her, as
heavy and tangible as if he touched her all the way down. “I begin
to think that the young bucks are right and you are indeed perfect.
How on earth did you come up with a story that so exactly fit her
needs?”

“It’s an old talent,” she
said faintly. “It’s easier to reassure someone when you know them,
and understand what they want to hear. But this was easy. She
needed to hear it would be all right, that everyone makes mistakes.
I just told her in a different way.” Musing, she continued. “It’s
harder when you wish to scare someone. Then you have to know what
they don’t want to hear—or make a good guess.”

“Well, it was
impressive.”

If she’d been the fainting sort, she would
have fluttered at the trembling wave that passed over her. “Thank
you.”

He took a step backward toward the
doorway.

Before she knew what she was about, she
reached up and gripped his upper arm.

“You were right, I do
perhaps owe you something more, tonight.”

He waited.

“I know I said that
Rosamond must tell you her story, but perhaps it will help you to
know it.” She shifted. “It might help her as well.”

“I’m willing to
listen.”

Reluctantly, she peeled her fingers away.
The girl was gone, but Lady Lisle’s guests lingered just beyond the
wall and Rosamond and her knight sat across the room, yet somehow
their situation felt strangely isolated. Addy breathed deeply,
calming herself, concentrating as she always did before launching
into a story.

“Death is an odd thing,”
she began.

“Wait.” He frowned. “I
thought you were going to tell me about Rosamond.”

“I am.” She frowned back.
“Don’t interrupt.”

“Well it’s a strange way to
start, and an off-putting description in any case. People might say
that death is tragic or unexpected or heartbreaking—but
odd?”

She sighed. “”Just listen. But perhaps I
should say instead that people’s reactions to death can be
odd.”

“Better,” he
nodded.

She rolled her eyes. “My mother’s death, for
example, was crippling to us all. It was unexpected and beyond
tragic. It broke my heart and disrupted the course of my life—but
it nearly killed my father, as well. It left my baby sister without
a mother and stole my—”

She paused, stricken, but he only waited a
moment before prompting her. “Your what?”

How could she explain? Losing her mother had
been devastating, and her greatest ability to comfort herself had
disappeared as well. Her inner landscape had crumbled to dust.
She’d felt hollow and empty for a long time—and with a shock, she
realized that tonight she’d at last begun to lose herself in the
telling of a tale again.

“My . . . peace,” she
answered at last. “In contrast, Lord Mitford died a bit before Mama
did—and Rosamond had a very different reaction. It was as if my
mother’s death locked us all in a vault of grief, but the earl’s
death meant freedom to Rosamond.”

He nodded. “I can see that. I didn’t know
Mitford well, but he seemed a sour old gull.”

“He was. I found him to be
a harsh man. I know the title and the wealth must have been hard to
resist, but I am surprised her family encouraged the match, and I’m
not sure why Mitford would wish to marry a woman so full of spirits
and playfulness—and then attempt to remove every trace of it.” Her
mind drifted back to those dark memories. “I didn’t see much of
Rosamond, but it was enough to see that she was miserable. At one
point I remember thinking that the earl must have enjoyed making
her unhappy, so thoroughly did he pursue the job.”

Vickers’ expression had gone distant. “She
must have wished for his death.”

“Perhaps. I don’t know, but
I do know that it came as a relief. And after her mourning was
over, I think perhaps she went a little wild with sudden
freedom.”

“I did see her from time to
time, in my own circles.” He raised a brow. “And as you are
obviously aware, they are considered to be fast and loose.” He
glanced over to Rosamond and her laughing companion. “But that does
seem to have changed, since she’s been sponsoring you, has it
not?”

“Yes. She was resentful of
me at first. I don’t think she expected such a change in how she’s
been received, either. I believe she’d become accustomed to the
idea of being labeled a wicked widow—and chose it as a happy
alternative to her former misery. But now . . .” She waved a hand.
“She’s getting a different sort of attention from the
beau monde, and perhaps
has other options that she hadn’t expected.” She darted a quick
glance across the room. “She’s found herself at an unexpected
crossroads.”

“I understand.” But he was
frowning down at her.

“We all face crossroads in
life, but they are rarely comfortable places to be,” she said with
a smile. “So I hope you will treat her gently.”

He nodded, but the distance was back,
clouding the new brightness from his eyes.

She shouldn’t ask. It was no business of
hers. But the darkness in him now, so different from the light the
laughter called forth earlier . . . it broke her heart. “Have you
ever wished for someone’s death?” she whispered.

Focus rushed back into his face with sudden,
cruel clarity. “My father’s, do you mean?”

“I’ve heard the
gossip.”

“No,” he said flatly. “I’ve
never wished him dead. He deserves to live on—in more misery than
even your cousin could imagine.” He gestured. “Sir Harold shows
signs of leaving. I’d best fetch those drinks.” He moved away, but
paused in the doorway. “Thank you,” he said over his shoulder. Then
he was gone.

Unexpected emotion welled inside her. She’d
done it. It had come back. That story of the princess had popped
up, perfectly suited to the circumstances and a joy to tell.
Pleasure, relief, gratitude—they lifted her soul as she watched
Vickers go—and hey brought with them a rolling swell of rich and
vivid scenes. Like waves they rushed her, one after the other. A
man staring far out to sea, a boy straining to make his father look
at him, a girl in a corner, wrapped up in a book of poetry. New
people, new characters to perhaps coax out the old.

“No,” she whispered.
“Thank you.”

 


Vickers did tread gently with Lady Mitford.
They laughed together as they shared the drinks he’d brought. He
dusted off his roguish charm and kept the conversation light as
they compared outrageous stories and gossiped about mutual
acquaintances. When guests began to trickle back in, taking seats
for the next round of literature, he carefully broached the subject
of his father.

She grew a bit pink. “Yes, there was talk
earlier this year, I know, but it was mostly unfounded,” she
hurried to assure him. “We did spend a little time together, but it
was mostly in pursuit of a . . . project.”

“Project?” he
frowned.

“Just a small thing,
really.” She grew more visibly nervous. “Just the connection of
some of his acquaintances with some of mine.”

Sir Harold returned then and eyed the seat
Vickers occupied.

He wanted to howl in frustration—or plant
the interfering ass a facer. Scowling, he stood instead. “Yes, of
course.” He bowed to Rosamond. “Perhaps we could meet again. I
would like to hear more about your project.”

She shook her head. “You must discuss if
with your father, if you wish to learn more.” She tossed him a
dismissive nod.

Disgruntled, he turned to go.

“Mr. Vickers,” she said
suddenly. “I did enjoy our conversation.”

“As did I.” He didn’t
linger. Making his way against the incoming crowd, he exited the
performance area. A casual glance failed to show any sign of Miss
Stockton, and he wondered if that was deliberate.

Damnation. A few minutes more and he might
have discovered something of value.

His father was agitated. The countess was
nervous. There was definitely more to this than appeared on the
surface. Frustrated and knowing that he could accomplish no more
tonight, he called for his coat and left. A footman offered to find
him a hack, but Vickers shook his head and set out on foot,
breathing great draughts of the night air to help to clear his
mind.

A setback then, but not an entirely
unexpected one. He calmed as he walked. He’d learned to be patient,
to play the long game. He would persevere.

And something else distracted him—the sting
of Miss Stockton’s rebuff. So the Celestial could not be seen
spending time with the wicked Vickers, eh?

It shouldn’t bother him. He should be
grateful. His reputation had cost him a great deal of wasted money,
a good portion of no-doubt-pickled-liver, and more miserably
hung-over mornings than he cared to count. But it had its uses. The
preventative fending off of innocent misses had always been one of
the most valuable.

Until now.

She’d spoken of plans. He wondered what she
meant. Marriage, no doubt, but to whom? A high stickler, perhaps.
He stifled the urge to throttle the unknown fellow.

He would need to speak again with the
countess. Doubtless that would mean also speaking again with Miss
Stockton. Watching the sky over the park in Bedford Square, he saw
not the grey expanse lined with the shadowed outlines of trees, but
blue eyes rimmed with black—and knew he did not feel nearly as
irritated as he should.

[image: ]

He waited impatiently for a glimpse of those
blue eyes two days later, when he picked Miss Stockton up in a
hired hack. He’d had a note delivered, via a grubby young
acquaintance, asking her to slip away early this morning, and to
meet him on the corner of Bolsover and Margaret Streets.

He fretted until the hired carriage arrived,
worried she wouldn’t make it, or that she’d have to be convinced to
ride out with him, but there she was, waiting. Seeing him in the
hack, she hopped right in. In under a few seconds they were on
their way.

He had to admit, after her unwillingness to
be publicly associated with him, her easy trust called up a wave of
surprisingly warm gratification.

“I have to thank you for
the notion of the plain brown cloak and basket over my arm. I vow,
not a soul looked my way the entire two blocks! How did you learn
such a neat trick?”

“A friend described it—or a
friend of Hestia’s, I should say. But you must take care. You might
be ignored as a servant in Mayfair, but anywhere else in the city
you’d just be a girl alone.”

She nodded.

“How did you get away?” he
asked.

She grinned. “The groom my cousin assigned
to go about with me has a fondness for dice.”

He snorted. “A great many of them have a
fondness for dice.”

“Well, Henry is shockingly
indiscreet about it. He gets up a game everywhere we go. I once had
to wait outside my modiste’s for nearly thirty minutes because he
was ‘on a streak.’ I won his gratitude when I didn’t say anything
about it at home.” The bottom corner of her mouth, wider by just a
bit than the top, quirked upward. “This morning I slipped out to
the mews, where there always seems to be game going. I gave him
half a crown and told him I’d appreciate it if he could double it
for me, and that I’d share the profits.” She gave a little laugh.
“I could walk to Portsmouth and back today and he’d have no
notion.”

“I’m impressed,” he said
with a nod.

He was pleased that she didn’t ask a lot of
questions, too, although his note had mentioned the meeting she’d
requested and he supposed that was all that truly needed to be
said.

Instead she bounced about on her seat for a
few minutes, watching out of the window, then she’d settled back,
sitting very straight and inexplicably closing her eyes.

She wasn’t asleep. He sat back to watch her,
trying to pin down all the things that made her different from so
many other Society girls. Even now, despite the rough ride and the
indifferently sprung carriage, she charged the very air, made him
feel . . . stimulated. Present and interested in a way that he
usually only felt when he was engaged in some battle with his
father. He didn’t even know what she wanted with Hestia, but he was
content to have helped her, secretly pleased to be sitting here
amidst the swirl of her fresh scent, a part of the anticipation and
light and color she brought with her.

He leaned forward suddenly. Her eyes were
still closed, but her mouth was silently moving. He watched
closely, listened hard and eventually made out a word here and
here.

Fraught, she mouthed. Heavy. And a few minutes later . .
. Laden.

He frowned, wondering. It felt odd to think
that a mere few days ago he hadn’t known her.

He still didn’t know her.

Oh, but he wanted to.

“Would you answer a
question?” he asked suddenly.

Her eyes popped open. “I think so,” she said
cautiously.

“What—in the name of all
the circles of hell—are you doing?”

She bit her lip.

He wished she wouldn’t. Beeton had been
right, it was such a continual distraction, that sultry pout in the
midst of her innocent face. It kept reminding him of all the dark
and lascivious things a mouth like that was meant to do.

“I will answer,” she said
slowly. “But only if you promise not to speak of it to others—or to
judge me too . . . silly.”

“I won’t speak of it,” he
promised. “But do you want an honest answer about the rest?” He
shrugged. “I’ll try not to.”

She struggled a few moments and he watched,
fascinated, at the antics her eyebrows got up to as she made her
decision.

“Very well. But first, let
me ask you . . . Have you ever felt like the very air about you was
full—filled with something besides the normal gases—almost alive
with emotion . . . or potential?”

Vickers kept his face blank. It was how he
felt whenever she was in the vicinity. He nodded.

“That’s what today is,” she
said in a rush. “It’s . . . significant. Maybe the beginning of
something. Perhaps the end of other things. Definitely a day to
remember. So I am thinking . . . trying to find the right words . .
. so I can tell the story.”

She looked so earnest, and a little shy.
Here it was, another layer, another fascinating aspect to the girl.
Why did she have so many, when every other girl appeared to be
exactly the same beneath the surface?

“The story?”

“The story of today.” She
grew a little wistful. “I sometimes think I should have been born
into a native tribe in the Americas, or perhaps long ago, in the
days of the minstrels and the bards.” She smiled a little sadly. “I
believe stories are so important. Since I was little they’ve been
my passion, my escape, the viewer that helps me see the world and
sort it into place. More than that, our stories tell us so much,
about ourselves and others, our history. They are mirrors, and they
reflect the most important aspects of an event or a
person.”

After a moment she continued. “For a time, I
lost them. But the hurt and the numbness are fading. At last the
words are coming back, the scenes and the ideas.” She reached
across to grip his hand. “Today’s story is going to be important to
me—and I’m very glad you are a part of it.”

He held still, not wishing to frighten her,
but he wanted suddenly and quite fiercely, to hear her tell a
story. He didn’t care what sort. He’d listen to anything.

He didn’t ask her, of course. He merely
visualized it, imagined sitting at her feet, watching that
expressive face convey as much as her words must, growing quite
envious of the entertainment, the pleasure and the escape anyone
privileged enough to hear her must feel.

His reverie was broken, thank goodness, when
she leaned forward with a cry of surprise. “Kennington Lane?” She
glanced over at him with a strange mixture of pleasure and pain.
“Are we going to Vauxhall?”

“Yes.” He’d wondered at
Hestia’s choice. “Do you know why?”

Her eyes shone. “It’s part of the
story.”

He held his breath as she cocked her head.
“Would you like to hear it?”

He nodded, not trusting himself to
reply.

“Very well, but I place my
trust in you.” she said with a tilt of her head. A blonde curl
escaped at the movement and draped along the curve of her nape. “My
parents are infamous enough. I would rather not have the intimate
details of their scandal making their way around
Mayfair.”

He raised a brow. “I’ve acted in more
unsavory ways than I care to count, in pursuit of my goal, but I
have never broken my word.” His gut tightened at the sudden image
of another trusting girl, and the flash of memory and pain that
went with it. “Not intentionally.”

She nodded. “That’s good enough for me.”

The knife in his belly twisted. Such simple
words. Why did they stab so unexpectedly deep?

‘I’m sure you know some of
the tale. It was famous enough in its day and it gained new life
when I arrived in Town this spring.”

“I know your mother was
betrothed to Lord Rowland, a man much older, with a title as well
as a fortune, but that she had already fallen in love with your
father. She ran away, did she not? There were rumors of
Gretna.”

Her mouth quirked. “They were much more
clever than that.” She paused for effect. “Or Hestia Wright was, I
should say.”

“Hestia? I’ve never heard
her name linked with this particular gossip.”

“That’s because she’s
clever, as I said—and because she had no wish to be linked.” She
grew serious. “My mother met her in Vauxhall. She’d come with her
family and with her betrothed, but she was alone and in tears after
confronting Lord Rowland and begging him to release her.
Unfortunately, he was determined and insulting and even a bit
cruel. Mother ran away down the South Walk and hid, sobbing behind
a tree. I don’t know how it started, but she met Hestia, and poured
her heart out. Before the night was out, their plan was
born.”

“I can only imagine, given
it was Hestia at the wheel.” He shook his head.

“Mother ran away. Everyone
knew she was pining for Father, but when it became clear that
neither her betrothed nor her father would budge, he had left Town.
Nevertheless, something she said to her maid convinced the girl
that they were for Gretna. My grandfather took off in a rage,
following.”

“But he didn’t find
them.”

“No. Hestia had hidden
Mother safely away. She never would say where, no matter how I
asked. They waited for her father to come back. He did, still angry
and frustrated, and he rode straight for my Father’s estate to
confront him.”

“Let me guess.” Vickers
knew how Hestia’s mind worked. “He knew nothing of the
scheme.”

“He hadn’t even had word
that Mother was missing. Soon they were both frantic with worry.”
She grinned. “And that’s when Hestia began to deliver Mother’s
demands.”

He choked back a laugh. “Her demands?”

“Yes. She refused to come
home until Lord Rowland acknowledged that he’d been jilted—and
she’d been given permission to marry Father.”

“And it worked?”

“After a bit of time
passed. My grandfather finally capitulated, but he also washed his
hands of her. I never met him before he died.” She looked out the
window, suddenly sober.

“Tell me about your
parents,” he asked quietly.

Swallowing heavily, she did. She kept the
topic light, speaking of her mother’s interactions with the nearby
villagers and the ongoing, escalating war of pranks she engaged in
with her father. He laughed at her charming tales, and he felt her
pain when she spoke of her mother and the sister that lived now
with that estranged part of her family. She lost herself in the
telling, and he gladly followed, as she brought all the love and
sorrow they’d shared to life as she spoke.

When she’d finished, he shook his head,
coming back to reality as if he’d been dreaming.

She misinterpreted the motion. “Oh,” she
exclaimed, stricken. “How I’ve been prattling on! I do apologize.
It just . . . it felt good to be reliving those memories and
sharing that way once again. I suppose this was an example of
telling the story the teller needed to hear, instead of the
listener.”

“Don’t apologize,” he said
roughly.

“But I’m sure you’ve no
care for a girl’s meanderings.”

“No. Please . . . You have
a gift, Miss Stockton. I feel privileged that you would share it
with me.”

Her cheeks reddened quite fetchingly.

He scooted on his bench until he sat
directly across from her and then he leaned in close. Her color
deepened again, but he was intent upon his message.

“I mean it. Don’t apologize
for making use of your talents. I saw what you did for that child
at Lady Lisle’s salon. You eased her fears and took her mind off of
her transgression and distracted her until she could see the way
out of her predicament.” He let loose a quick, ironic breath. “All
the fates know that I’m a man with more than enough troubles on my
mind—but you just made me forget them. You painted a lovely picture
of innocence and caring and I stepped right into it with you. Not
only did I see your youthful happiness, but you took me back to the
joy of my own.”

He sat back. “I thought I’d forgotten. I
thought all the happiness of my youth had been destroyed by what
came later. It is a very great gift to find I was wrong.”

She gave a rueful laugh. “Not everyone feels
that way about my stories. My tendency to drift off into my head
was often a trial to my parents.”

“Nonsense. It’s a wonder.
You create ease and pleasure and joy out of nothing but your own
thoughts and imagination. It seems a miracle to me—but perhaps that
is because I have no creative talents myself.” He looked away. “Or
because my focus is so often aimed toward destruction, rather than
creation.”

She sat back as well—and crossed her arms in
front of her, in a way that lifted and framed her bosom quite
fetchingly. “Now I cry nonsense.”

He blinked—but didn’t look away.

“You asked about me, found
out what you could, when we made our bargain, did you
not?”

He didn’t confess that he’d done just
that—even before she’d made her proposal.

“Did you think I would not
do the same? Everyone is perfectly willing to gossip about you.
With delight, they whisper of your women and your gambling. There
are rumors of duels and many anecdotes of your deliberate attempts
to antagonize your father.” She tilted her head. “I paid close
attention. Those stories have grown rather dated, haven’t
they?”

He said nothing.

“The only recent stories I
heard were from Jane Tillney. She told me how you’ve helped Hestia
in her charitable efforts. Her delight came from a story of you
turned hijacker—when you stole a carriage of young girls,
children, from a procurer
who meant them for the brothels.”

The warmth that she’d sent flowing in his
veins began to feel prickly and uncomfortable. “She should not have
told you that.”

“Why? Because you only wish
the world to see the most tarnished version of
yourself?”

“I have my
reasons.”

Her arms unfolded and she leaned in, much
the way he had done to get his point across. “I’m sure you do. I
won’t pry into them. But there’s something I wanted you to
know.”

The heat inside him was turning sultry
again. She sat so close and the fresh, sweet scent of her drifted
over him. The ice had vanished from her eyes. They’d gone wide and
soft and he had the stray thought that he might fall into such
inviting, dangerous waters.

“You speak of my talents,
but I see that you possess a few of your own. You speak of reading
the nuances of a room, but I believe you are a far better judge of
people. You have a remarkably clear eye. You see a person for who
he really is.”

He frowned. It was true. He did quickly see
past most people’s worldly trappings. He put together what he knew
with attitudes and actions, small and large, and he often gained a
good picture of their strengths and weaknesses, their fears and
hopes. It gave him a great advantage in cards, in the betting
books—and in the manipulations and maneuverings he undertook
against his father. But nobody had ever caught him at it. Hestia
had never mentioned it. “How did you—”

“You did it to me. No one
else in Society, during this entire Season, really looked at me.
Child of scandal or The Celestial, they see what they want to see.
No one else has a clue about the girl with the saucy tongue and the
penchant for causing trouble and telling stories to get out of
it.”

The discomfort swung back and mixed with
desire. She was too perceptive. He felt entirely too exposed. They
were trapped together in this small space, so close. She smelled
delicious and she looked even better, with her color high and her
mouth pursed in earnestness. The light streaks in her hair matched
the silver flecks in her eyes.

But she wasn’t finished. “I wanted to tell
you—”

He couldn’t take any more. He reached across
and ran a finger along the curl that draped her neck.

She fell silent.

His hand drifted up, cupped her jaw.

Her breathing ratcheted higher.

He leaned forward and kissed her.

He’d done it to stop her, to save himself
embarrassment and further unmasking. He’d done it to regain
control—of himself and of their careening relationship.

Which made this kiss a colossal failure.

His vast experience failed him—for this,
this was utterly new.

He let loose the reins. He released all the
urgency burgeoning in him and pressed his mouth to hers.

It didn’t frighten her. She kissed him back,
tasting of shining innocence and sweet, fiery response. Measure for
measure she met him, countering his darkness, hurt and anger with
light and life and willing eagerness.

Her hand was at the back of his neck. His
had traveled down. One rested on her shoulder, the other clung to
her waist. The air around them was alive again. Hungry yearning
coursed through him, connected them with something more ancient and
elemental than mere touch.

He deepened the kiss. She responded with a
little moan, inching closer. It sent unexpected pleasure bursting
inside him, like fireworks over the gardens they headed for.
Sensual heat pooled in his belly.

More. It wasn’t enough. He wanted to drown
in her fresh scent and shining light. He wanted to bury—

No.

Breathless, he pushed away from her. That
had gone stupendously, earth-shatteringly wrong.

She looked as dazed as he felt.

“I’m sorry,” he choked
out.

She merely shook her head.

He moved away, gazing out of the window
while he wrestled his pounding heart, his pulsing flesh and his
ragged breathing back to normal.

Suddenly he leaned forward and slid open the
window. “You mentioned a debt to be paid?” he asked.

“My mother’s.” She
swallowed. Her hands were busy patting her hair, touching the
closures of her spencer, feeling along the ribbons of her bonnet as
if she couldn’t believe she’d been left in the same state as
before.

Clearing her throat, she continued. “She
charged me with the mission before she died, although truly, it’s
mine as well, is it not? Without Hestia Wright, I would not be here
today.”

He felt a pang. Not the intense physical
response of moments ago, but the same sort of sharp ache that he’d
had when he’d thought about not knowing her just days earlier.

“Well, here’s your chance
to thank her,” he said as the carriage began to slow. “We’re here.”
He slid over so that she could have an unobstructed view out the
window. “Welcome to Vauxhall.”
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Good heavens. Well, let that be a lesson to
her. She’d poked the dragon and he’d kissed her back.

He’d done it to distract
her, to shut her up, much in the same way that she’d used that
story to dissuade the girl at the salon.

Which didn’t make it any less wonderfully
devastating.

So many implications and consequences, that
kiss, both close and far-reaching.

Most of them she’d deal with later, but for
now she had to fight to see in front of her, to notice that
Vauxhall showed to beautiful advantage in the light, with the tips
of the trees bright with sun and the triumphal arches shining.

Trying to rally, she looked about. It was
lovely, but so empty. Their footsteps echoed on the cobblestones.
How wonderful it must look, cloaked in the magic of the night, and
lit with the famous lanterns. Vickers appeared to be perfectly at
ease now, damn him, but she struggled to remain calm as he pointed
out to her the wonders of the art and the walks and the infamous
Grove, with its supper boxes and orchestra hall.

Yet still she clung to him a bit when he led
her to the top of the South Walk. There, partway down, a table sat
in the shade of a tree. It had been laid with a sumptuous tea.
Hestia Wright sat there. Spying them, she stood and beckoned them
closer.

He let her go alone, for which Addy was
grateful. On slightly unsteady feet, she approached until she was
mere feet away from the stunningly beautiful woman.

Hestia Wright smiled kindly and covered the
last bit of distance. “I can see why they’ve saddled you with that
nickname.” She stepped close and ran a finger across her cheek.
“You are the most beautiful combination of both of your parents, my
dear.”

Belatedly, Addy curtsied. “I’ve heard about
you all of my life,” she whispered.

“Have you?” Genuine
surprise showed on Hestia’s lovely face. “Well, that does make
things easier.”

Addy followed her to the table and sat where
she indicated. She watched as the other woman unhurriedly prepared
the tea.

“She always spoke of you.
Even when I was little, she named you the one who made their
happiness possible.” She took the cup Hestia handed her. “She
explained it all, once I was old enough to understand.”

“She always was a
courageous woman, your mother.” Hestia stopped stirring her tea. “I
was very sorry to hear of her passing.”

“Thank you.” It came out a
whisper. A near thing, but she didn’t cry. “She followed the news
of you. She said it gave her a thrill to think of you leading such
a grand, glittering life. And when you came back—when you opened
Half Moon House—she was so proud. She felt like a part of your
legacy.”

“She was a part of it,”
Hestia said quietly. “I never forgot your mother, my dear. She was
the first. I couldn’t help myself, could never recover all that I’d
lost, but I could help her find happiness. I’m so glad it
lasted.”

“You inspired her.” Addy
felt a little shy, sharing this, but she forged on. “When she heard
of your work here in London, she began a ladies charitable league
at home. The women of our village worked together to remove less
fortunates from the parish poor house. They found them a place or
saw them trained for something better.”

Now Hestia looked as emotional as Addy felt.
Her hand shook a little as she raised her cup. “That is the highest
compliment she could have paid me.”

Reaching for the reticule at her waist, Addy
removed a velvet-covered box. She set it on the table. “It’s yours
now.” She nodded. “Open it.”

With a questioning look, Hestia did. “Ah.”
She tilted the box so that the morning sun set the rubies within to
sparkling. “Lord Rowland’s betrothal gift. I heard about it, but
never saw it. She said she meant to return the set.”

“She tried. Lord Rowland
would not take them back. He said they were tainted.”

Hestia shook her head. “He was foolishly
consistent, from beginning to end.”

“Mama never wore them, of
course. She showed them to me just before she passed. Officially
they were left to me in the will, but . . .” She had to pause. “She
asked me to find you, to give them to you. She wanted you to use
them to help another girl like her.”

Very gently, Hestia closed the box. “Your
mother was a very fine woman.”

“She always said the same
about you.” Addy gathered her courage. “Which is why I won’t
hesitate to ask for your help, in much the same way my mother
did.”

Hestia stilled. “You must know I am at your
service, my dear.”

“It’s nothing that will
require the use of those rubies, to be sure. I suppose I just would
like your advice.”

“I would be glad to give
it, but would you explain?”

Addy did, leaving nothing of her predicament
out, save for her inconvenient and apparently uncontrollable
reaction to Vickers. “I’m not like mother. I don’t have one burning
vision for my life. In fact, I suppose the problem is that I don’t
know what I want. My father left me in the care of his family, and
they seem to think that their only recourse—and mine—is a marriage
to be arranged as quickly as possible.”

“Yes, that’s the general
consensus of those with a young girl on their hands,” Hestia said
with a smile.

“I understand their points
of view. Great-Aunt Delia worries about her age, that something
will happen to her and I’ll be left in the hands of Cousin
Rosamond, who just wants to be rid of me, really.” She sighed. “No
one has considered any possibility that I can see, beyond the idea
that I catch a husband in the few remaining weeks of the Season.
Yet I don’t want to be rushed into anything. Surely they can look
at my parents and see the folly of that. Is it so much to ask,
really? I just want to find a way to make myself—and my
sister—happy.”

“Very wise, my dear. You’ve
also been very smart to cultivate a reputation for everything
correct and proper. It can only help, but truly, the sort of
situation that you speak of is rare indeed. Single women on our
own, we’re a frightening lot, apparently.” Her ironic smile was as
beautiful as any of her others. “I think you must talk to your
family. I don’t think my interference will help.”

“You’re right, I know,”
Addy sighed. “I just wanted to talk to someone about it before I
broach it with them. Thank you.”

“Something that might help
you is presentation of your case with calm logic and full
preparation. Be armed with all the details of income and cost, all
the practical aspects as well as with plans for your sister. Where
did you say she is now?”

“With my mother’s sister,
at Crawley, in Sussex. She was the only one with children and a
nursery already set up. But she took her begrudgingly. I’m afraid
Muriel will be shunted off to the servants and forgotten until
she’s of an age to marry.”

“Well, to play devil’s
advocate, it’s a safe home with a good family. I am acquainted with
many who would simply be happy with regular meals and a warm
bed.”

“Yes, I know that you are
right, but an indifferent upbringing is a far cry from the love,
education and encouragement that I grew up with,” countered Addy.
“It’s not what Mother would have wanted for Muriel. It’s not what I
want for her.”

“Good,” Hestia praised.
“Say it just like that.”

Addy blinked. “To Great-Aunt Delia?”

“To her, to your future
husband, to anyone who needs to know about your convictions
regarding your sister.” She glanced up and over Addy’s shoulder,
towards the start of the Walk. “In the meantime, why don’t I set my
people to looking for a sublet of a reasonable lodging in Sussex,
nearby to where she’s been sent? If they won’t let you take her,
perhaps a lodging close by might go a long way toward appeasing
objections. You could still be a formative part of her life. It may
not be quite what you want, but it can’t hurt to be armed with
facts regarding different alternatives.”

“Oh, yes, what a good idea.
Thank you!” Addy felt her enthusiasm dim a little. “My chances are
not good, are they?”

Hestia considered. “I’d say they are better
than most. Both sides of your family have seen what happens when
they push young people according to their own agendas. Perhaps they
will see the wisdom in allowing you to listen to your heart.”

“I hope so.” Addy only
wished her heart would start to come up with some ideas. So far it
seemed stubbornly fixated on Vickers—the one man she could not
have, if she was to have the rest of her hopes.

She shivered. That kiss was not going to
help matters in that direction.

Hestia set down her cup. “I should have the
information on leases in a matter of days.” Casually, she asked,
“Shall I send it via the post?”

Addy grew shy again. “Could we—if you
wouldn’t mind, as I know you are very busy—but could we meet
again?”

She blinked at the tenderness in Hestia’s
expression. “I was hoping we could.” She looked again over Addy’s
shoulder and this time waved someone over. “I’m so glad you
arranged to see me, but I admit I was surprised by your choice of
messenger.”

“Vickers?” Addy strove for
nonchalance. “Yes, we met quite unexpectedly—and found that we
could be of use to each other.” Miraculously, she didn’t choke on
that bit of understatement.

“Did you?” Hestia looked
quite serious. “I am glad to hear it. The man has precious few
friends and even fewer people willing to do him a good
turn.”

“Truly?”

“I’m afraid so. He is a
good man, despite what you hear about him. I’m glad to find that
you are treating him fairly.”

Addy took a great swallow of tea, hoping the
heat of it would provide an excuse for her deepening flush. “Of
course. He’s been everything kind.”

“Good. Then I will leave
him in your capable hands.” She raised her tone. “And here he is.
My dear Vickers, thank you for delivering Adelaide to me. We are
getting on famously, so I didn’t want to keep you waiting
unnecessarily. You can leave her to me, and I shall see her
home.”

Hestia Wright was no one’s fool. What did
she know? How had she guessed? With that glint in her eye, Addy
couldn’t help but wonder if this plan was truly meant to provide
them some extra time together—or to keep her from Vickers’
company.

“Is that wise?” he asked
with a frown.

Hestia paused. “I applaud the two of you for
taking such care with Adelaide’s reputation.”

They both flushed higher at that.

“Thankfully, I brought the
carriage instead of my little cart. It’s innocuous enough and I’ll
sit back and take care not to be seen.”

Addy felt the weight of his gaze on her
skin. She tried valiantly not to react. She felt Hestia was
watching them closely. “Thank you so much for your help today, Mr.
Vickers.”

“I feel as if I am being
summarily dismissed,” he complained.

“But darling,” Hestia
chuckled. “We merely mean to set you free. However, we would like
to use you as a go-between again, if you are amenable.” She glanced
carefully between them. “We have a further bit of business to take
care of,” she finished.

“Of course. You know I’d do
anything you asked.”

“I know you would, my
friend.”

He bowed and kissed her hand. He gave Addy a
nod, which she returned. She fought back a sense of panic and a
sudden sense of loss, as just like that, he was gone.

“Now we have time to chat,”
Hestia said with satisfaction. “Tell me about your sister, won’t
you?”
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For two days Vickers stalked restlessly
through his natural territory—the shabby, fringed edges of the ton.
The young bucks noted the sharpness of his temper and gave him a
wide berth.

Vickers, in turn, gave Lady Mitford a wide
berth, even as he watched her closely as she moved through the
social whirl. He told himself he was biding his time, allowing her
to relax after he’d given her an obvious alarm. He told himself he
was not wild for a glimpse of Addy Stockton, that he was not
nervous about seeing her again after that shattering kiss, that he
was not twitchy fifty times a day, thinking about kissing her
again.

Then he called himself a liar.

On the third day he cursed himself for a
fool and did what he usually did when he faltered or lost focus. He
fed the dragon that lived in deep in the dungeons of his soul. He
went to see his mother.

“James!” She brightened for
a second as he entered her private parlor. “How lovely to see you!”
The smile faded, however, as she glanced fearfully at the open door
behind him. “Your father is not about, is he?”

“No. I made sure of it. He
has a committee meeting today that will occupy him all
afternoon.”

“Good.” Still, she didn’t
relax. “The servants didn’t see you?”

“No. Only Jeddings knows
I’m here.”

Jeddings was her personal servant and the
one comfort in her life. The greatest discomfort of his own was
that he could not fulfill that role for her.

“Oh, that’s fine then.” She
smiled at last again and patted his hand.

They spoke quietly of small things. The word
characterized his mother’s life, as she’d long ago learned to make
herself as small and invisible to her husband as possible.

“We hosted the committee
chairmen for dinner a few evenings ago. Your father said I did
well.”

He knew if he asked her, she wouldn’t be
able to name the committee. Instead he smiled broadly. “Of course
you did. You’ve always been a wonderful hostess.”

The worried, distracted look reappeared on
her face. He tried to head it off. “Do you remember the time you
led the children’s games at the village fair? I vow, those boys and
girls had never had such a grand time.”

She didn’t respond. Her head was cocked,
listening. “You don’t suppose your father will come home early, do
you?” She gripped his hand.

“No. He’s committed all
day. I made sure.” He tried again. “Do you recall the children’s
faces when you served them ices? They could scarce contain
themselves.”

“I do hope they will not
release early today,” she fretted. “He’s promised that I can go
home to Shropshire, you know. Soon.”

He sighed, knowing the visit was over. “I
hope he keeps that promise this time, Mother. But perhaps I should
be going, just in case.”

She visibly relaxed. “Perhaps it’s best,
dear, although you know I’m so sorry to see you go.”

“I know.” He promised to
come again when he could, kissed her on the cheek, and
left.

On the way out, he made an obscene gesture
at his father’s portrait. A wasted motion, but at least the fires
of vengeance were stoked again.

For the first time, though, they didn’t warm
him. The old urgency and need were there, but the flames left him
feeling bleaker and lonelier than before.

Cursing, he turned up the collar of his coat
and set out for home.
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For days following her clandestine visit to
Vauxhall, Addy tried to go about her normal routine while
uncertainties flitted about her insides like butterflies.

Waiting was not her strong suit. She’d had
no word from Hestia, nary a glimpse of Vickers. Nothing had been
settled—and more than a few things had been stirred up; her past,
her future . . . and that kiss. Oh, that kiss lived on, haunting
her quiet moments and the long hours of the night.

She tried to distract herself and succeeded,
but then she had new ideas, new plans, even some new information
that might be useful—and no way to convey them.

She tried to focus instead
on things she could control. She thawed her demeanor at
tonnish events, hoping to
encourage one gentleman or another. She started preparing
information for the talk she was going to have with her relatives.
She tried to keep herself as busy as her churning mind—which led
her, one day, to a bookseller and stationer’s shop, in search of
paper for a project.

She had two weights of paper in hand,
comparing them for sturdiness, when a girl rounded a corner too
quickly and bumped her.

“Oh!” The papers slipped
from her grip.

“So, sorry, Miss!” The
girl, young and scrubbed clean but dressed in homespun, bent to
help her. She handed the sheets over and met Addy’s gaze with a
significant look and a wink.

Addy stared as the girl skipped back the way
she’d come, then noticed the small, folded note atop the papers in
her hand.

 


Newman and Co. in Pall Mall. Ask for the red
gauze with chenille embroidery

 


The papers were abandoned and she was out
the door in seconds. She refused to allow Henry to find a hack, but
set out on foot, an absurd mixture of relief and anxiety lending
speed to her stride.

The linen draper’s shop was bright and airy,
the merchant himself short and broad. She asked after the fabric
and he smiled.

“You obviously have
exquisite taste, Miss. Allow me to escort you to our private
showroom.” Bowing low, he led the way to a back corner and opened a
door with flourish.

Vickers stood there, in the center of a tiny
room shelved floor to ceiling on every wall and stuffed to the brim
with gorgeous fabrics of every description.

“Ohhhh,” she breathed. Her
eyes locked with his dark, intent gaze. “Such beautiful fabrics,”
she added belatedly.

Stunning, in truth, although perhaps not up
to her breathless state of enthusiasm. But better admit to a
fabric-induced excess of delight than the truth, for the room was
small and once inside, she stood disturbingly close to Vickers.

“Thank you, Newman,” he
said.

“Of course, sir. Call if
you need aught.” He swung the door shut.

Leaving her alone and in intimate proximity
with—Vickers’ neck cloth.

A wonderful creation, crisply creased and
intricately folded, functioning as the perfect compliment to the
hard edge of his jaw and the strong angle of his cheekbones.

And the only safe place for her to look, for
below sat the shoulders she’d gripped when last she saw him and
atop sat that lovely, determined mouth that had plundered her
own.

“Come in.”

A small round table sat in the middle of the
space, partially covered in designs and swatches and accompanied by
two chairs. She took one, and he the other—and here they were
again, close, isolated . . . nervous.

“Hestia charged me with a
delivery.” He handed over a large packet.

“Thank you.” She pulled out
a neat, detailed description of several rooms in London, each
furnished and as inexpensive as could be had without sacrificing
respectability. The distance to Crawley from both was also
marked.

“Another note with a
similar report on Sussex leases will come soon.”

“Thank her for
me?”

He nodded. “I wanted a chance to talk to
you, thus—” He waved a hand.

“However did you arrange
it?” she asked, taking in all the wonderful sarcenets and
silks.

His mouth quirked. “I’m the Wicked Vickers.
I know every pretty nook and cranny in London.”

She grinned. “Then I look forward to seeing
more of them.”

His half-smile faded. “We must speak of
that.”

“Yes,” she agreed eagerly.
“I’ve news! I’ve found a way to help you.”

In the same instant he said, “We must put an
official end to our agreement.”

“Wait,” they both exclaimed
at once. “What?”

“Hestia’s right. You must
take care of your reputation. Especially if you wish to take that
course,” he pointed at the packet. “After last time . .
.”

“Forget last time. Please,
listen? I’ve finally found a way I can be of real use to you.”
Hestia’s comment about Vickers having no friends to turn to had
haunted her. “Hear me out.”

He sat back with a resigned look.

“It’s true, you scared
Rosamond. She doesn’t wish to talk to you.” She held up a hand at
his protest. “However, she does seem inclined to talk
about you. She’s worried,
and she’s fretting out loud. She’s begun talking of her . . .
friendship with your father.”

“To you?” he
scowled.

“Yes, and I’m happy to tell
you what you need to know, as long as we follow the parameters of
our original agreement.”

He shook his head. “It’s not a good
idea.”

“Really? Because she told
me that a mutual acquaintance paired them together. She didn’t say
whom, but the way she spoke implied that it was someone with
influence. She agreed to spend time with your father, act as his
hostess as he held entertainments, and to be sure certain of her
friends became acquainted with certain of his.”

“She told me nearly as much
already,” he said dismissively. “It’s not worth the
risk.”

“Perhaps she did, but I’m
convinced I can persuade her to reveal more. I have time and
circumstance on my side.”

“Why? Why would you go to
such trouble?”

“Because you did me such a
good turn, and you didn’t even realize it.” She fiddled with a
swatch. “I told you how important my stories are to me? Well, they
were lost to me for a good while. Grief killed the words and scenes
and people of my inner world. Eventually time passed and we all
began to live again, but I couldn’t find them. Then I met you—and
you looked right at me. You made it easy to be my old self
again—and it all started to come back.” She felt tears welling and
hated to show such weakness, but willed him to see how serious she
felt about this. “It started with that poor young girl, then with
you . . . and now they are all back! My head is full again. I wrote
a new piece for my father—we just got word that he is delayed in
Spain—he’ll be thrilled to know that I’m not so alone
anymore.”

“I’m happy for you.” His
tone, as gentle as she’d ever heard from him, sent a shiver along
her spine and right into her core.

“I’d like to return the
favor. I’d like to be your friend.”

“But the risk—”

“To my reputation? We’ve
done well enough so far.” She waved her hand. at their
seclusion.

“Yes, but I trust Newman
completely. We’re safe today, but can’t come back here too
often.”

“You just said you knew all
the good spots.”

“There’s more. It’s not
just your reputation to consider, but mine as well.”

That gave her pause. “Yours?”

“Yes. What if we’re caught?
What if we were somehow compromised? I like you well enough, Miss
Stockton, but you are The Celestial—the most proper debutante on
the marriage market. I can’t marry someone like you. It would play
right into my father’s hands.”

She ignored the stab of pain his words
wrought. “I don’t think I understand.”

“I told you that scandal is
my greatest weapon, yes? He abhors it. He hates when I drag the
family name through the muck. He also, deep down, harbors the hope
that I’ll one day repent, that I’ll recall what I owe my family and
step back in line.”

“Not surprising, I
suppose.”

“Which means I can never
take a respectable Society girl to wife. If I do, he wins a major
battle, and I lose a potentially powerful weapon against him. I’ve
never made the threat, but I don’t have to. I keep the idea in
reserve, and in the meantime, just the thought that I’d choose the
wrong sort of wife keeps him up at night.”

“Yes, but how do you think
to end the stalemate?” Those wonderful brows broadcast her
skepticism. “Wait until you are in need of a scandal and marry a .
. . a . . . lightskirt?”

“In all likelihood. I’d
considered marrying one of his, but that didn’t turn out,” he
said. “I even briefly considered Lady Mitford, but the time isn’t
right and truthfully, I need to save the threat for when I really
need it.”

He was entirely serious.

Shock stole her words, but only for a
moment. “You’d go that far?”

“I’ll go to any lengths,”
he answered quietly.

She stared. “Then you truly do need a
friend.”

He rose from his chair and turned away. She
didn’t think he was contemplating the lutestring.

“There’s one other
consideration.” Spinning, he speared her with a glance. “What’s
between us is not friendship.”

She searched for a denial, but all this talk
of battles and compromise and marriage unsettled her even
further.

“You know what I mean,” he
said, low.

She stood, too, determined
to be as resolute as he. “I know.” What he meant was currently
buzzing along her every nerve, making her brave and hot and
reckless. “That kiss is in the air between us, stirring up
uncertainties. How does he feel? What is
she thinking? Will we do it again?” She
advanced on him.

He retreated. He didn’t get
far before his back came up against a shelf full of
peau do soie. She stopped
before him, her heart racing.

“I know the perfect
antidote to that. Do you?”

“No.” It came out
strangled. By that gorgeous neckcloth, perhaps.

“We’ll tell each other how
we feel, what we are thinking. We retain control. We act like
adults. I can do that, for the sake of a friend. Can
you?”

He didn’t answer. “You forgot one,” he said
instead.

“Will we do it
again? That one?”

“That’s the one.” His gaze
had fixed on her mouth.

Well, then he was going to go cross-eyed.
She leaned in, touched her fingers to his hard-edged jaw, closed
her own eyes—and kissed him.

Softly at first. Then just a bit harder.
Silently, she asked for more, because she was willing enough, but
unsure how to take it.

He showed her. His lips danced sweetly, but
then his tongue captured hers. They consumed each other for a long
while as the world slipped sideways, then faded away. Nothing
existed beyond that kiss. There was only raging heat and mutual
desire and a great, yawning emptiness below.

She struggled to pull back, to resurface
before she asked—begged—him to fill it.

Though her chest heaved as if she’d run a
mile, she stepped back and lifted her chin. “There. No question
now, is there? We did it again. It’s done. Now we know and there’s
no need to wonder or to do it again.”

He looked like she felt—like the howling
wind was still blowing inside, screaming for satisfaction.

“Is there?” she
demanded.

He cleared his throat. “No. No need. Now we
know.”

“And we can continue,
acting as adults, helping each other?”

He paused, considering. Or gathering his
shaken senses, as she did. Mrs. Siddons be damned. Addy was giving
the performance of a lifetime.

“For now.”

She sighed. “Good. Now let’s settle the
logistics. We’ll need to be able to reach each other . . .” She
sat, hid her shaking fingers and presented a picture of calm
rationality. Really, if there was any justice in the world, someone
would be here to witness this and give her a silent, standing
ovation.
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James Vickers, heir to the Viscount Vickers,
libertine, high-stakes gambler, all-around cad and particular pain
in his father’s posterior, had done some stupid and dangerous
things in his time. This must top them all.

Why? Not because of an irate husband,
cheating black leg or brute of a moneylender. Oh, no. Because of a
slip of a lovely, inviting, dangerous girl.

He should end this ridiculous arrangement.
But the lure of information to use against his father tempted him
strongly—and that was as nothing compared to the appeal of the girl
herself.

Which left him suspended in the midst of
this conundrum.

At first they kept to their usual routines.
But he began to check in with her nightly during her social events.
He’d wait for a private moment, sidle up and ask her to dance. Each
time she would come up with a more outrageous reason to turn him
down. Each time he would suffer that sharp pang, they would share a
laugh, he would occasionally advise her on the gentlemen attending,
and then move on.

But he did arrange for a communication
system. Hestia had a small network of street children who kept ears
to the ground for her, and ran the occasional errand in exchange
for food, a bed, shelter and someone who cared. Vickers
commandeered the lot of them and arranged a schedule in which one
of them should be conveniently near Addy Stockton’s house at all
times.

And in fact, she was the first one to call a
meeting.

It was mid-morning and he was just leaving
his rooms when young Francis Headly dashed up to him on the
street.

“Yer gentry mort wants
words wit’ ye,” she announced.

“Good morning, Flightly.”
He grinned. “I thought Hestia was working with you on your
speech.”

Her tone and demeanor changed in a flash.
“Indeed, she is, sir. Unfortunately the streets make a poor venue
in which to exercise such skills.”

He chuckled. “Very nice. I shall give you a
good report.” Taking out a card, he scribbled on it.

 


One hour. Hyde Park. Chesterfield Gate.
Follow the boy with a red hoop.

 


He handed her the card and a coin. “Send Jed
to me right away, will you? And deliver this back to the lady.”

“Aye, aye!” With an
impudent salute, she was off, and he went back inside to make
plans.

A little over an hour later, he perched upon
a low branch in a small clearing in the midst of a good-sized
cluster of trees in Hyde Park. Just minutes later, rustling
heralded her arrival. Stick in hand and hoop over his shoulder, Jed
held a branch high so that Addy might pass through, then he dropped
it and disappeared from where they’d come.

Vickers stood. She looked beautiful in
sprigged muslin and a light blue spencer. Her eyes widened when she
spotted him and an impish grin lifted that alluring mouth. “Worry
for our reputations, indeed! You’ve brought me to an assignation in
the Park!”

“I hear they are all the
rage. Wasn’t there gossip just yesterday about Brodham sneaking off
with an American chit?” He sobered. “Did anyone see
you?”

“No, no. There were some
children and nannies at the gate, but I saw no one once we took the
footpath heading north. Is the reservoir near?”

“Just beyond.”

“It is lovely.” She glanced
around at the mix of sun and shade and at the bees flirting with
clover and a few straggling wildflowers at the edges. “What is this
place?”

“Actually, it’s a trysting
spot well-known amongst a select group of high-flyers. Safe enough
in the daytime, but don’t come near at night unless you are
prepared for a shock.”

She shook her head. “I won’t. But I am glad
you could make arrangements so quickly.”

“Sit down?” He waved to his
former seat.

“I will, although I’m
imagining some of the creative uses this branch has been put
to.”

He laughed, feeling uncommonly light. He
couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in such a good mood.
“Before you deliver your news, a bit of advice. I noticed you
danced twice with Nowell last night. Don’t pin your hopes there,
he’s not ready for a leg shackle.” He froze. “Damn! If I’d had a
head on my shoulders, I should have brought a musician along. You
could scarcely deny me a dance here, Miss Stockton.”

“Of course I could,” she
said irritably. “And you might as well call me Addy, as you’ve
kissed me twice and we are now trysting in the Park.”

Lascivious images rose up in his head. His
fingers twitched.

“And another thing, why
does your advice always address the men I shouldn’t bother with?
Can’t you think of a single gentleman who might actually consider
me as a marriage prospect?”

Hell,
no, his gut responded instantly. Not a man
in the ton or out
of it deserved her.

Including him.

“I’ll try,” he muttered.
His good mood began to wane.

“Thank you. Now, I must
tell you what Rosamond divulged. She got quite tipsy at a soiree
last evening and quite talkative in the carriage home. We rode past
Compton Street and she pointed out a house—one that she says
secretly belongs to your father!”

Every last vestige of good humor vanished.
“I know it.”

“That’s where she acted as
his hostess and coordinated their social maneuvering. Rosamond
wouldn’t give particulars, but she hinted that he and his cronies
get up to some highly questionable activities there.”

“Didn’t you hear me? I said
I know the house.” His knee began to jig up and down until he set
the branch to bouncing. He stood. “I know all the vile tricks they
get up to there.” He’d seen the orgies of violence and sex, heard
the plotting against both their enemies and their peers. He rounded
to face her. “You must make sure that Rosamond never reveals that she was there. If
anyone finds out, all her newfound acceptance with the
ton will be ruined
forever.”

Eyes wide, she nodded. “You . . . knew?” She
thought a moment. “But of course, I suppose you would.” She
frowned. “I hope your mother remains ignorant of it.”

“She does,” he answered
harshly. “Or I should say, she does now. She might once have known,
but if she did, she recalls it no longer.”

She was standing too, now, he noted. She
reached out to clutch the tree. He could see it in her eyes, the
same curiosity that he’d witnessed so many times before. She wanted
to ask. They all did. Everyone was eaten with curiosity. What had
the Viscount done, to make his son hate him so? What was his
sin?

Only one person had never asked. Hestia. He
knew why. She’d lived some version of his hell herself, and didn’t
need details.

But Miss Stockton—Addy—wouldn’t know. She
was a child conceived in love and raised with care. Even her
imagination couldn’t conjure such a monster as his father.

He tried to summon his anger, his disdain,
the blunt, rude words he used to push away everyone who gave in to
vulgar, idle curiosity. They wouldn’t come. He couldn’t hurl his
usual retorts at her.

He waited.

She licked her lips. He flinched before she
ever made a sound, waiting for the arrow to arrive.

“I’m sorry.”

He hadn’t realized he’d closed his eyes.
They opened now so that he could stare at her.

Dangerous.

Not because she was the beautiful, curved,
perfect representation of an angel mixed with an imp. But because
she returned the favor that had meant so much to her. She looked
past his facade and saw the hurt, the vulnerability.

And she didn’t ask.

“I’m so sorry,” she
whispered.

He abruptly stepped near. He grabbed her
shoulders and kissed her hard. Fierce. Possessive. Grateful. He
tried to convey it all.

“So am I,” he told
her.

He spun on his heel and walked away.
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Addy wanted to dance with Vickers. Damn him
for asking so consistently—he’d turned the idea into forbidden
fruit. Surely that was why she endlessly fantasized about it, about
his hand on her waist, her skirts twisting about his legs and the
two of them breathing the same air.

Her problem was no longer
that she didn’t know what she wanted, but that she increasingly
wanted what she couldn’t have. A dance, a touch, a kiss, a
story. The story—of everything that had left him so prickly and alluring
and maddening and irresistible.

She wanted Vickers.

The futility of it soured her mood. She told
Rosamond that she was wrapped up in a project and needed a reprieve
from the social whirl. Surprisingly, her cousin didn’t object. It
seemed she was undergoing her own difficulties.

She wandered in, one afternoon, to peer over
Addy’s shoulder.

“So many? You have been
busy.”

“Yes.” Addy regarded her
work with satisfaction. “I included all of Muriel’s favorites and a
few new ones.”

Rosamond nodded, but didn’t move. For quite
a while.

Addy turned. “Did you need something?”

“Oh? Yes. I wanted to speak
with you.”

“Will you sit down?” Addy
turned her chair away from her desk and smiled at her distracted
cousin. “What is it?”

Rosamond fiddled with her sash. “There’s
been talk. People have noticed that you’ve struck up an
acquaintance with James Vickers.”

Addy stilled. “What is it that’s been
said?”

“Only that he watches you.
He speaks to you at every function.”

Addy shrugged, hiding her vast relief. “We
never speak long. We haven’t even shared a dance.”

“Yes, I suspect that’s what
keeps the gossips merely curious and not bloodthirsty. It’s just .
. . I remembered that argument we had over him at the beginning of
the Season. I wanted to warn you to be careful.” Her face fell. “I
don’t wish for you to make the same mistakes I have.”

Addy spoke gently. “What’s wrong,
Rosamond?”

Tears welled in her cousin’s eyes. “I’ve
been a fool. I never thought I’d be welcomed back into Society so
warmly, nor that I’d enjoy it so.”

“Or that you’d meet someone
like Sir Harold?” Addy nudged.

Rosamond gave a tearful
laugh. “Who would have thought it? I know he’s no Adonis, but he’s
quite funny and so nice
to me! I’m not used to it.”

“I imagine it would be easy
to get used to.”

“Yes, if I’d not acted such
an idiot. Don’t you see? After Mitford died I may have acted a
little fast, but
it wasn’t until I mixed myself up with Viscount Vickers that I made
a serious mistake. I’m afraid, Addy! Afraid to enjoy this new life
when a word from him could snatch it away.” She pounded the arm of
her chair in frustration. “And for what? So he could hear the
gossip from Princess Charlotte’s household? And what could a
contact amongst the Queen’s ladies do for a man like him? It all
seems so pointless—yet it could ruin me!”

Addy was aghast. “Pointless, but dangerous,
Rosamond! You know how touchy the Regent is about such matters. You
must never tell anyone that you took part in such scheming!”

“No, of course not. I’m
sorry to frighten you.” Rosamond sighed. “I’m just so
frustrated.”

“Of course you
are.”

Her cousin stood. “I think I’ll take a walk
to clear my head.” She gripped Addy’s shoulder. “Just be careful,
dear. It’s so easy to make a mistake.”

“I will. Thank you,
Rosamond.”

She began to pace once she was alone. She
must tell Vickers. Rosamond’s misery had her hesitating, though.
Yet this could be important for him to know—and he had promised to
keep Rosamond’s name clear.

Resolute, she went to the front parlor, but
didn’t see anyone within sight of the house. A sudden thought sent
her to the back. Yes. There, perched on the top of the garden
fence, sat the girl, Francis, petting a disreputable-looking cat.
She hopped down when she spied Addy and ran up to hand her a
note.

 


The Swan. Confectioners on Jermyn
Street.

 


“Ask for Madame’s special,”
Francis advised. “It’s delicious.”

“I will.” Addy grinned at
the girl. “And I’ll bring you one, too, shall I?”

The chit swept her a creditable curtsy.
“Thank you, ever so much.”

She smiled as she returned inside to fetch
her bonnet and call for the carriage.
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The Swan was a charming shop, its glass case
filled with delightful-looking temptations and its few small tables
empty at this hour. Once more Addy was escorted to a private room,
this one with a good-sized desk at the center. Vickers sat there,
waiting, along with a teacart laden with colorful creations.

Addy rolled her eyes. “After this, I’m going
to be shocked every time I enter a small room and do not find you
there.”

He grinned. “How many small rooms do you
normally frequent?”

“I don’t know . . . cloak
rooms, dressing rooms, antechambers.”

“And you’ll be expecting me
in all those places?”

“Regrettably.”

“I like the idea.” He
gestured for her take a seat. “In any case, I did say I knew all
the good spots.”

“So you did.” She sat,
unsure in a way she’d never yet felt with him.

“Hestia sent this.” He slid
another packet across the desk.

She took it, but didn’t open it. The idea of
living alone had begun to lose its appeal.

“Would you care for a
pastry?”

She summoned a smile. “Francis says I must
try Madame’s special.”

“The girl has good taste.”
He served her, selecting a beautiful, cream filled baked
masterpiece shaped like a swan.

She toyed with it. “Would you mind . . .
would you tell Hestia that I’d like to meet with her?”

He paled. “Of course. If I’ve offended
you—”

“No!” She stopped him.
“It’s just that she has a unique perspective.” She pulled out the
package she’d brought. “Also, would you deliver this? It’s just a
book of children’s stories. I put it together for Muriel and made a
copy, as I thought there might sometimes be children at Half Moon
House.”

“Indeed there are.” He took
it up. “How wonderful.”

“The illustrations are
simple. It’s not my strength.”

“They’re perfect.” He
laughed. “No surprise there.”

“I’m to visit Muriel
tomorrow, so you might wish to let your lookouts free for a day.
I’ll leave early, spend midday in Crawley and return tomorrow
night.”

“I hope you find your
sister well.”

“Thank you.” She shifted in
her seat. Curse him for his elegant good looks and constant
masculine pull. Tension hung between them, as always, stealing her
focus and her breath, but she felt a certain responsibility to
resist it. He’d walked away, setting unspoken boundaries. She would
respect them.

“I’ve news.” She paused.
“Though perhaps it will again turn out to be something you already
know.”

“What is it?”

She explained Rosamond’s predicament and her
outburst about the Princess and the Queen’s ladies. It didn’t sound
so urgent now. Frowning, she chased bits of pastry swan about her
plate.

“Miss Sto—” He stopped.
“Addy.”

Struck by some resounding note in his voice,
she looked up.

His expression remained grim, but his gaze
lit with purpose and resolution. “This might be it—what I
need.”

“Truly?”

“Yes. Think. It should be
easy enough to find which of the Queen’s women joined the court
during the time of Lady Mitford’s association with my father. If he
was so eager to help someone gain the position, then you can be
sure he wanted something in return. If I find her, I can question
her.”

Grim promise radiated from him.

Addy straightened. “I’m so glad I could
really help.”

Suddenly he reached across the desk and took
her hand. “Thank you. For today—but also for everything else.”

Excitement rippled through her. The hairs on
her neck stood straight, then sent the signal everywhere else. She
shivered. The desk lamp cast a glowing light on his dark hair,
making it shine. His eyes narrowed, the better to see into her
vulnerable soul.

“From the first you’ve run
me ragged. I’d forgotten what it felt like.” He stood, keeping his
grip on her hand and coming around to her seat. Gently, he tugged
her to her feet. “You made me laugh and shake my head—but you also
made me feel better.”

With heat and words and touch he crafted a
slippery slope, easy to fall into and undoubtedly enjoyable to
experience. Still, she fought valiantly to stay upright. “About
what?”

“About everything. The
world.” A shadow moved behind his eyes. “Even about
myself.”

She should fight. Resist. Do the smart thing
and head home.

But then he fought dirty.

He touched her brow and smiled. “Not
perfect, but wonderful.” Slowly, he leaned in to kiss her.

Her feet slid right out from under her. She
went whooshing into something that felt frighteningly like
love.

She kissed him back, setting loose all of
her hopes and fears and longings. She arched against him and
reveled in his moan of pleasure.

His hand slid downward, paused in the small
of her back, then dipped down to press her bottom against him. She
burrowed into the circle he made, muscle and linen and superfine.
“Yes,” she said as he pulled away and nuzzled the nape of her
neck.

“God,” he said into her
shoulder. “God damn it.”

She stilled.

His chest heaved. He stepped back.

“You are pulling me in too
many directions,” she panted, desperate to have him
back.

“We have to
stop.”

“Do we?” she
whispered.

“We do,” he groaned.
“There’s no damned future in it.”

Rage blossomed, fueled by hordes of
disappointed desires. She spun on her heel and headed for the
door.

“Wait!”

“For what? More temptation?
More heartbreak?” She stumbled over the words.

“It’s my fault, I
know.”

“Then do something.”

“I can’t! My course is set.
I can’t let up. He must always know I’m there, opposing his every
move.”

“For how long?” she
despaired.

“Forever.” he said flatly.
“I’m sorry.”

Tears started, which merely made her
angrier. She fled before she turned into a furious, sobbing
mess.

He caught her at the shop’s doorway.

His hand lay soft on her shoulder before it
tracked down to lift hers to his mouth. His eyes were as bleak as
she’d ever seen them. “Come back.”

“It’s no use,” she
protested.

“I’m going to explain.” His
mouth barely moved, saying the words. “I’ve never told a soul, but
you deserve to know.”

It wasn’t enough. She wanted to throw it
back at him, but she was afraid he would shatter, so brittle did he
look. Silently, she followed him back.

He sat her at the desk and turned away. When
he spoke, his words were directed at a supply cabinet in the
corner.

“My father was a harsh and
demanding taskmaster. He expected much of me, growing up. I was to
be a good scholar and better sportsman, to study art and
horsemanship and the business of running the estates. I would
handle it all in exemplary fashion, as my ancestors had. I was a
gentleman, a man of honor. My duty was to my family
name.”

He looked over his shoulder. “I worked hard
to meet his expectations, his exacting example. I believed in my
destiny, was proud to be his son and heir.”

“What happened?”

“I turned eighteen. Mother
was feeling poorly that week. She’d been in a carriage accident and
was slow to recover. Father teased her that she was ready to be put
to pasture.” He shifted. “He didn’t show the same dark humor to the
coachman, however. He sacked the man for shoddy driving, although
the poor old soul swore up and down that he’d checked the
suspension, that there’d been an unexplainable problem with the
brace and spring. Mother was tired and sore and all the servants
were in a mood, but she managed to arrange a small birthday dinner.
Father insisted we go out afterwards, though. Together.” He sighed.
“He took me to the house on Compton.”

She stifled her urge to go to him.

“They were there, his
friends and . . . others. A party. But it was sickening, not a
celebration. No honor, only greed and fear and violence. I was sent
off with a woman.” He shook his head as if to block the memory.
“I’d never seen such rote, mechanical movement, such dead eyes. She
expected abuse, had resigned herself to it, readied herself for
it.” He swallowed. “I left. Found a billiards room and a bottle of
brandy. Everything I knew about my father was a lie. I sat in the
corner and drank while a group of men played. Eventually I realized
what they were discussing.

“‘Foxglove does it quick,
one said. “Rat poison if you want it slow, a little every
day.’

“Another spoke up. ‘But to
be safest, go for the carriage. A wiggle at the junction with the
spring and the brace—’

“His friend stopped him,
nodding toward me. They went back to their game.”

“Oh, no,” Addy
said.

“Yes. I knew, then. He’d
done it. Tried to kill my mother. Why? Her money, perhaps. A
mistress who wanted to be a viscountess? I don’t even recall what
happened next, I only remember pulling him away from a terrified
woman—and hitting him. Again and again, until they pulled me off
him.”

She waiting, knowing it wasn’t the end.

“For two days I didn’t go
home. Until I heard the news. My friends tracked me down, told me
my mother was injured. Unconscious. There had been a row, the
servants said, and she’d fallen down the stairs.”

Addy gasped.

“She slept for three days
and I never left her side. He stayed away until she woke up. She
was confused. She still is, really. She’s never been the same. She
doesn’t remember him standing over her, threatening her life unless
I stopped overreacting and did as I was told. She doesn’t remember
my threats, either. She was to be kept out of it, kept safe and
protected or I would expose him for the liar—and murderer—that I
now knew him to be.” He sighed. “We’ve been at war ever
since.”

Addy stood. She touched him gently, but he
flinched—and somehow that summed up their entire quandary.

“And the worst part is,”
she whispered, “that neither of you will ever win.”
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“DeeDee! Look!”

“I see, darling.” Addy
pressed a swift kiss to her sister’s head. “It’s a lovely
pinecone.”

Content at the praise, Muriel wandered over
to show her treasure to Mary, her cousin.

“MeeMee! Look!”

“A big one!” the eight year
old said. “Now, put it with the others.”

Muriel laughed. She was methodically moving
a pile of rocks, pinecones and acorn caps from one blanket to
another.

Addy smiled, blinking back tears again.
She’d been crying on and off since she’d left Vickers yesterday,
but these were happy tears. Muriel remembered her. Her baby face
had lit like the sun when she’d caught sight of her. Addy had
snatched her up and hugged her close and had a good cry, not caring
who saw her.

Which turned out to be nearly the whole
household, in fact. They’d lined the steps in a formal welcome.
Even her mother’s sister had been noticeably warmer. “I’m sorry I
was so curt when last we met,” she said, shamefaced. “I just think
your father is making a terrible mistake, running away from you
girls. But Muriel is a delight and we are glad to have her. And I
hear you are one of the belles of the beau monde.”

Addy had demurred, then gratefully agreed to
a tour of the large, comfortable nursery. She’d been presented to
all the toys and invited to a picnic in the gardens.

Muriel was happy. Healthy. She clearly loved
the other children. Mary, at just the right age, acted as a little
mother to her. Even her aunt was clearly not as removed as she’d
thought.

Addy was relieved, but also a little
gut-wrenched. She’d thought moving the two of them to their own
household would be a better situation, but now she was not so
sure.

About anything, as it happened, and she had
another good cry in the carriage on the way home. Nothing had truly
gone awry—except everything. Nothing was as she’d thought, planned
or hoped. Muriel. Rosamond. Vickers. Her heart was breaking over
his revelations and the misery that haunted him. She couldn’t
pretend any longer that she didn’t want him. She did, fiercely.
She’d give up her stories again to help him, gain a future with
him. He wanted her too, but his damned, endless vendetta left them
hopeless, and she couldn’t really fault him for it.

So she dissolved into another spate of
tears.

But as the carriage neared home, she
struggled for control. She tried to repair herself before she
crossed the threshold—only to find that she needn’t bother.

The house was in an uproar. Servants huddled
outside the parlor, where she found Great-Aunt Delia stamping her
cane and demanding explanations. Rosamond wailed, paced and wrung
her hands.

“Oh, Addy,” she cried, once
she’d spotted her. “It’s happened! The worst!”

“What? What is
it?”

“Lord Vickers was here—in a
state!” Delia said. “I heard him shouting at my girl from my
room!”

“He’s in a fit,” Rosamond
moaned. “He accused me of telling his secrets. And the threats!”
she wailed.

Feeling like her heart was going to beat out
of her chest, Addy reached for calm. “Steady, please. Think! He
cannot say a thing against you without exposing himself.”

“You’re wrong! He brought
them with him—papers, signed and witnessed. Accounts against me,
naming me as a conspirator, accusing me of proposing his schemes
and trying to seduce him and his friends into taking part. The
liar! The cheat! I didn’t have a thing to do with kidnapping that
girl—when they started plotting that was when I pulled
away!”

“Kidnapping!” Addy reared
back. “What are you talking about, Rosamond?”

“This Spring—the Grand
Duchesses’ Russian servant girl that went missing. I heard them
making plans. I had nothing to do with it, I swear! But he says if
the questions continue, he’ll see me taken up to Newgate and held
for trial!”

“No, he won’t,” Addy
replied forcefully.

“He’s right,” Rosamond
moaned. “There’s nothing we can do to stop him.”

“He’s wrong.” Addy pulled
away, heading for her room.

“What are you doing?” her
cousin called.

“I’m writing letters—and
then I’m taking steps.”

She sent the letters off, then stood in the
hall for a moment, fists clenching and unclenching. A thought
struck her and her head went up, just before she headed for the
front door. Outside she paced along the pavement, then went to
stand in the wide street, turning and searching.

“Looking for
sumptin’?”

Addy breathed a sigh of relief as the slight
shadow slid from the servant’s stairway. “I thought you had a day
free, Francis?”

“I stopped by to be sure
you made it back. Looked like a storm busting loose in there, so I
waited.”

“Bless you.” She bent down.
“Here’s what I have in mind.”

The girl’s eyes grew large as she listened.
“He ain’t gonna like none o’ that.”

Addy straightened. “He’ll get over it.”
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Vickers dragged himself up the stairs to his
rooms, his heart feeling heavier than his feet.

The day had begun with such promise. A few
simple questions and he’d found that two new ladies had joined the
Queen’s women at the start of the year. Interestingly, neither were
still at Court. A little investigation revealed Lady Hargraft had
only just left for her lying in. But Lady Pilgren had requested
leave to return to the country to care for her ailing husband.

The timing of that request interested
Vickers, as it came exactly at the same time, weeks earlier, that
Hestia Wright’s oldest enemy, Lord Marstoke, was found to be
scheming against the crown. Marstoke had disappeared, Lady Pilgren
had fled home and Rosamond had broken ties with his father, all
near the same time.

It required further investigation, but now
he needed a good night’s sleep. He was so tired that he just might
drift off without tossing, turning and fixating on Addy
Stockton.

He opened his door—and hoped like hell he
was tired enough for hallucinations.

“I thought you’d never get
here.”

Real, then. All for the best, as he hoped,
if he was going to dream Addy into his rooms, he’d have the sense
to drape her in sheer linen and lace rather than ratty
linsey-woolsey and a frantic look in her eye.

He looked at the key in his hand, at the
door, then at her.

“Francis.”

Sighing, he tossed the key onto a shelf.
“Something has to be done about that girl.”

He thanked the powers-that-be when Addy rose
out of his favorite lounging chair. Some very creative images had
begun to come to life in his head.

“There’s
trouble.”

“I gathered.”

“We can’t delay. Something
must be done.”

He perched on the arm of the chair. “What is
it?” He didn’t want another crisis. He wanted to strip her of that
cloak and lay his head on her cozy, cushioned bosom.

She related her story, although she grew
unhappier in the telling. Vickers, however, began to straighten.
His weariness dropped away, chased by excitement.

“He must have heard I was
asking questions. It spooked him.”

“Yes, and he did worse to
Rosamond.”

“I’m sorry.” His heart was
beating fast. He felt strange, almost sick. Light-headed. “Don’t
you see? This is it.”

“What?” She
frowned.

“All this time I’ve waited
for him to make a mistake, and now he’s done it.” He could see she
didn’t understand. He took her hands and grinned. “Addy, you
darling! To think, it’s Marstoke.” He shook his head. “I was just
beginning to wonder if he might perhaps have been fool enough to
get mixed up with Marstoke—and this proves it. We can link him with
a traitor.”

His heart felt light. Almost. He was nearly
free of the dark shackles that had tied him to his father for so
long. “We have him, Addy!”

She still looked confused. “Not yet, we
don’t.”

“That kidnapping caused all
sorts of problems with the Grand Duchess and the other foreign
dignitaries. Hestia has friends in the government who are very
interested in whatever information they can get on it—and on
Marstoke.”

“But will they believe us
if we tell them? It’s just second hand information.”

“Lady Mitford can tell
them.” He let her go and walked in a circle, running his hands
through his hair. “She heard it directly from the
source.”

Her extended silence had him turning to face
her. When she spoke, her tone was as icy as her eyes were reputed
to look. “No, she won’t.”

His hands dropped. “Why not?”

“Because our original
agreement still stands.”

“What are you talking
about? Addy, don’t you see? This is the last shot. It’s finally
over.”

Her face crumpled. “I’m
sorry, James, but it’s not. You promised. When we started this, you
promised to keep Rosamond’s name out of trouble.”

Wild anger and denial began to build. “This
is different.”

“It’s not. It will be your
father and his documents and his friends versus her word. They
might believe him! They might take her up! Even if they did listen,
her name would still be ruined. She’s already got blots in her
copybook. She can’t survive a brush with treason. This will be the
end of her.”

The whirlwind was rising inside. “She can
give her testimony in secret. Surely they’ll agree to keep her name
confidential.”

“It won’t happen, but even
if it did, her name would leak out. Everything does. Look at the
secret testimony against Princess Caroline. It ended up splashed
all through the papers.”

Swiftly, savagely, he knocked over a stack
of books, then toppled the table they’d stood on. “Are you asking
me not to use the evidence that marks my father as a traitor? That
will finally set me and my mother free?”

She stood quietly. “No. I’m not asking. I
don’t have to.”

Fists clenched, chest blowing, he stared at
her.

She approached. Her eyes shone sad, but her
face was strangely proud as she cupped her fingers along his
jaw.

He wanted to lean into her touch. He wanted
to slap her hand away. “Why would you say such a thing?”

“Because no matter what
your father is—you are a man of honor.”

He did turn away, snarling.

“You are.” Her voice
sounded soft as velvet, but it cut like steel. “I see you, James,
the same way that you see me. I know you are a fine and honorable
man, no matter what mask you show others. I know, even to help your
mother, you won’t harm Rosamond.”

He almost hated her. “Go,” he said after a
moment. “Leave.”

She didn’t answer. For a long moment there
was no sound at all, then her footstep sounded behind him just as
she pressed herself all along his back.

She hugged him tight. He stood, blank,
empty, not moving.

“I’ll help,” she said.
“We’ll find another way to use this information. Someone, somewhere
knows something. We just have to look.”

She pressed closer. Her hands began to move,
to explore the expanse of his chest. Behind him, she began to press
small kisses against his coat. He turned. “What are you doing?”

“This.” She pressed her
mouth to his. Her lips moved, featherlight. The kiss was slow,
confident, coaxing.

He stood silent, unmoving.

Eventually, she drew back.

“Did you think to make a
trade?” he asked harshly. “Your honor for mine?”

She recoiled. “You know I didn’t.”

He held his silence.

So did she.

“Years,” he spat. “Years of
misery and pain. Through it all, I waited for this moment and you
are stealing it.”

“Delaying it,
only.”

“So confident,” he sneered.
She’d broken something inside him. All the stirring and confusion
he’d felt since the day she’d addressed him in the park flipped on
it’s end, turning from new and anticipatory to dark and defensive.
“You know me? You don’t know as much as you think you
do.”

She looked hurt, but still resolute.

“But of course, how could I
think so of The Celestial, the perfect girl who never makes a wrong
step.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You
know that’s not me. You deserve that appellation more than I
do.”

He laughed. “Now that’s
ridiculous. I’m not perfect. I’m the Wicked Vickers. You know what
I am? I’m tired.
Broken. Lonely. You saw the real me? Well, you never showed
it.”

She frowned her confusion.

“You never danced with me.
You turned me away every single time I asked.” He shifted his gaze
away from her. “That was a step wrong.”

“But . . . your personae.
Your image . . .”

“No! It’s time for truth,
now, not stories. It was never about my image, but yours. Did you
never think that you might have used that perfect image
for me?”

“What?”

“If The Celestial found
something worthy in the Wicked Vickers, then perhaps others might
have stopped to think. Reconsidered the old, tired view of me. If
they began to look favorably on me, then they might have begun to
examine their views on my father, as well. But we’ll never know,
will we?”

“I never—”

“No. You never. You never
danced with me. It was always your
image. Your hopes, goals, and family. Just like
now.” He stepped away from her. “Please, go.”

“But we have to
find—”

“I’ll do it myself. Just as
I always have done.”

[image: ]

Addy had hurried several blocks before she
noticed the carriage keeping pace behind her in the dark street.
She dried her eyes, pulled her hood close and rushed on.

“Oh, do come inside,”
called a familiar voice. “If I were a villain, you’d be dead twice
over.”

“Hestia! How did you—Oh,
Francis.”

“Yes. I’m going to have to
take that girl in hand.”

She allowed the coachman to assist her in,
and collapsed on the bench. “Oh, Hestia!”

The older woman reached over and tugged Addy
until she switched seats and they shared a bench. Sympathy bathed
her as Hestia gently stroked her hand. “Dreadful, was it?”

“You cannot know.” Addy
found she was past tears. A knot of guilt and grief and anger had
blocked them off.

“You’d be surprised,”
Hestia sighed. “What will you do?”

She choked the words out. “There’s nothing
to be done.”

Hestia pursed her lips. “Do you care for
him?”

“Yes!”

I mean truly care for him, Adelaide. Not
with the silly, breathless passion of a schoolgirl, but with a
woman’s eye for his weaknesses and needs as well as his fine
shoulders and smoldering dark eyes.”

“Yes.”

“Then there is something
that can be done. You just haven’t looked hard enough.”

Addy stared. She’d shriveled to a wasteland
of hopeless, helpless heartbreak and Hestia meant to speak in
riddles?

After a moment the beautiful woman decided
to take pity on her. “You just asked him to give up something
precious to him, did you not?”

A tear wormed its way past the blockage. She
nodded.

“What will you give up?”
Hestia asked simply.

Addy thought about it. For a while, the
carriage rocked and the silence stretched out. “Where are we
going?” she suddenly asked.

“We’re taking you home. The
long way. It seems you need the time.”

“Why?” she snapped. “So I
can spin around and around in a hopeless circle?”

“So you can
think, darling. Poor
Vickers is lovely, but he’s just a man. The chances are high that
he’s unable to tell you exactly what he needs, but if you two are
truly close, then I’ll wager he’s shown you a sign or two. Now it’s
your turn. Can you show him that you’ve been paying
attention?

“You don’t understand,”
Addy cried. “It’s too complicated. Even before tonight’s fiasco, it
was hopeless. He won’t consider a respectable girl and I cannot . .
.” She stopped, her eyes gone wide.

“There it is,” Hestia said
comfortably.

“But if I . . . If he . .
.” Fear, hope and her pounding heart blasted the cold knot. “What
if he will not go along with it?”

“This is real life,
Adelaide, and if I’m not mistaken, real love. Neither ever comes
with a guarantee.”

“My mother had one,” she
said bitterly.

“She had no such thing. She
was plagued with just as many uncertainties. Your father might have
been appalled at her behavior. Her father might have packed her off
to the Continent or a convent.” She narrowed her eyes. “What your
mother had was courage. Are you her daughter or are you not?”

Addy scowled. “Yes!”

Hestia sat back. “Good.”

The plan flashed in her head, fully
complete, like one of her stories. “I know what I need to do.”

“I thought you
might.”
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Weariness settled in his core and dragged at
his soul. Vickers entered Half Moon House through the back passage
and detoured into the kitchen.

“Good afternoon, Peggy,” he
said, snatching up a roll from a basket on the wide plank
table.

“Afternoon.”

He bit into the bread and then paused to
make a face back at the girl.

“I know, sir. We’re all
missing Callie. Hope she’ll be back soon.”

He tossed the bun back to her. “I do too,
for your sake.” Nodding his head toward the main section of the
house, he asked, “Is she in her office?”

“No. Front parlor. And
you’d best hurry, she’s been waitin’ on you.”

Vickers couldn’t find the energy to hurry.
Though his confrontation with Addy had left him twisted and jagged
inside, he’d still gone out for the rest of the night—and most of
today. He’d burned up his grief and fury dogging the footsteps of a
couple of his father’s cronies, waiting and watching. Sooner or
later, one of them would make a mistake—and he would be there.

He’d come home just wanting to sleep for a
day or three, and had not been thrilled to find the summons from
Hestia. But he’d turned around and headed out, largely because he
wanted to know everything she knew about the abduction of that
Russian girl.

But that wasn’t the girl on his mind as he
made his way through the house. He sighed. Addy. He’d been too
rough on her, too quick to lay blame when she was trying to protect
her family the same way he was his. He’d stopped at her aunt’s
house, but had been turned away.

He paused on the threshold of Hestia’s front
parlor. She sat near the windows, reading a letter. When she looked
up, he nodded, then entered to throw himself in the matching seat.
He scrubbed his hands over his face and looked over at her.

“Do you know where she is?
I called, but the servants said she wasn’t at home. They were
acting strangely, though.”

Hestia leaned forward. “Why? What do you
want to say to her?”

He didn’t answer for a while. Then he sat
forward and put his head in his hands. “I want to tell her what you
told me, when first we met. Do you remember? You taught me how to
fight him without destroying myself, but you also told me that
living well would be the best revenge.”

“I’m glad you
remember.”

“I heard you, but I
couldn’t picture it, couldn’t understand.”

Her gaze softened in a way that few were
ever privileged to see. “And now you do?”

He nodded. “Yes. But I’m afraid I was . . .
harsh with her. I said things I should not have.” The weight inside
him settled on his chest. “I’m afraid I’ve ruined things before
they’ve really begun.”

She gave him a little smile and sat
forward—and paused at the sound of a loud rapping upon the front
door.

“Oh, dear,” she sighed.
“I’m afraid that’s for you.”

“For me?”

She stood. “Come over to the window and
see.”

He did, looking out onto Craven Street. He
cursed to see the afternoon sun gilding the edges of his father’s
coach.

“He’s been waiting for over
an hour.” She placed a hand on his arm. “You don’t have to go out
there.”

She was right. He didn’t owe the vile old
man a damned thing. Common sense told him not to engage, but
instead he heeded his burning anger, the old hurts and betrayal,
and he threw open the door, sidestepped around the footman in his
family’s livery, and crossed over to the spot where his father
leaned out of his carriage window.

“I knew you’d come running
right to your whore.”

“Worried enough to track me
down, Father?”

 

“Your fun is past, boy.
You’ve had your taste of blood, pricking me with the fates of all
my past concubines, but it’s over now.”

It would never be over, especially now that
he’d gotten a whiff of victory. No, he would never give up—but he
would never let his father see how much it cost him, either.

So he pasted on his most infuriating,
devil-may-care smile. “To no one’s surprise, I find I disagree with
you. I’ve not had nearly enough fun.”

“You won’t get any more out
of this gambit. The Mitford widow is vain and shallow. Do you think
she’ll help you, at her own expense?” He laughed. “She’s had a hint
of what she’s up against and knows better than to fight it, even if
you haven’t caught on, yet.” He cast a withering glance at Half
Moon House. “You should learn to make better choices when it comes
to your friends. I have, and I want you to watch while I start to
reap the benefits.”

Vickers smoldered, but
suddenly Addy’s voice rang in his head. It’s harder to scare someone. Then you have to know what they
don’t want to hear—or make a good guess.

Instantly, it all became clear.

He shook his head, thinking quickly, all the
while keeping that insouciant grin in place. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll
be watching. I wouldn’t look away now for the world. I’m about to
have more fun than I’ve done in all my life.”

His father sneered. “You’re a fool and
you’ll know it soon enough.”

He laughed. “No, Father. That lesson will be
yours to learn. Both Marstoke and I are eager to see the moment
when it all comes clear.”

“What?” His father paled.
“What do you know of—”

“Marstoke?” He threw back
his head and looked at the sky. “I take it back. Perhaps I am a
fool,” he mused, rubbing his chin. “Yes, I’m a damned idiot for
suffering some remnant of those old lessons in family duty—because
I’m seriously considering telling you.”

“You’re bluffing,” the
viscount sneered.

“Fine, then. Goodbye, sir.”
He turned on his heel.

“Wait—Damn you, James!
Marstoke is no joking matter. Tell me what you know, right
now!”

He stared, considering. “I’ll give you the
warning you don’t deserve, if you promise to hand Mother over to my
protection.” He examined his fingernails. “If you’re smart you’ll
be halfway to the Americas by tomorrow, in any case, and she’ll
only slow you down.”

“These scare tactics aren’t
going to work. I know when you’re blowing smoke.”

Vickers laughed. “That’s a pony you’ve just
won me, Father. I told Marstoke you’d say that.”

“Told him when? You don’t
travel in his circles.”

“Neither did you, until . .
.” He shook his head. “No, never mind.”

“Tell me, damn
you!”

“Are we agreed about
Mother?”

“Fine! You can have the
addled cow.”

He shook his head. “Evil to the end. Very
well. I told Marstoke so, when I handed you over to him on a silver
platter.” He rolled his eyes. “Did you really think he needed help
in setting a pigeon amongst the Queen’s women? Or help plucking up
one lone little Russian girl? What he needed was a scapegoat—and I
gave him you. Someone dull-witted but tainted enough to believably
pin the deed on.” He snickered. “The Home Office might be slow in
putting the pieces we left together, but they’ll be along soon
enough.”

His father had gone fish-eyed. “You
lie!”

He laughed. “You may believe it if you like.
Just don’t expect me to visit you while you await trial.” He pulled
out his watch and consulted it. “Enjoy your last day or so of
freedom.” He dropped the grin at last. “If you run, steer clear of
France, I believe they’ve had word that Marstoke might have run
there, and he won’t take kindly to you escaping his net. Goodbye,
Father.”

“This isn’t over,” the old
man yelled as he walked away. “I can destroy you from abroad as
easily as from across Town.” He shouted to his driver to head for
home, quickly.

Vickers turned to watch him go, stunned that
it might have actually worked. “On the contrary, I think that it
finally is over.”

Dumbfounded, he stood there for several
moments. Then he turned and sprinted back inside.

Hestia was waiting at the window. “Did you
just make that up, on the spot?”

He nodded.

Shaking her head, she laughed. “Well,
done.”

“Where is she?” he
asked.

Hestia smiled. “She’s waiting for you in
Hyde Park.”
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Once committed, Addy toiled all day to see
the thing done right. She chose her location carefully, putting her
team of carpenters to work at Hyde Park Corner, where she could be
guaranteed not only a crowd of aristocrats, but also a large party
of spectators spilling in from the junction of busy streets.

The musicians arrived mid-afternoon. She
gave them their direction then headed home to make her own
preparations.

By the fashionable hour she was back,
arrayed in her most exquisite blue ball gown, standing atop her
newly constructed, raised dance floor, listening to the lovely
strains of music competing with the noise of the traffic—and
waiting.

Onlookers gathered. Word spread. The crowd
grew.

Still, she waited.

They called questions, advice, bawdy offers
and taunts.

She adjusted her newly, scandalously lowered
bodice and waited.

At last a disturbance broke out on the edges
of the crowd.

“Look, there!”

“On the Knightsbridge
side,” someone shouted.

It was he. He came pelting in from the
intersection, staring wildly at the assembled throng. People
shouted, slapped him on the back, then parted, forming a path—and
he caught sight of her.

He rushed through the open space and
thrilled them all with a magnificent leap atop her dais.

“Hell and damnation, Addy.
What are you doing?”

She swept into a curtsy, graceful and
magnificently low. “I’m asking you to dance.”

He reached for her, looking chagrinned. “No,
no. You don’t have to—”

She stayed where she was. “But I do.”

“Stand up!”

“Not until you agree to
dance with me, Mr. Vickers.”

Shouts of encouragement nearly drowned out
the music.

“Come on, Vickers, give the
lady a dance!”

“No, keep her bent over,
just like that!”

“Oh, very well, I’ll dance
with you. Just please get up!”

She did, keeping hold of both of his hands
as he helped her to her feet. “I’m not The Celestial any longer,
James. I’ve taken a wrong step, in spectacular and memorable
fashion. I’m not perfect—and now everyone knows it.”

Exquisite awareness beat
through her every vein as he lifted a finger and smoothed her brow.
“Oh, but you are. All your imperfections fit seamlessly with
mine. Together we
are perfect.”

“My name will be on every
gossip’s lips tonight. My image in every scandal sheet tomorrow.”
She grinned. “Now I’m exactly the sort of girl your father would
not wish you to consort with—which I very much hope means that you
will.”

His laugh touched her in secret places.
“Scandalous or not, you are the only girl I mean to consort with.”
He took her in his arms. “The only one I mean to marry.”

He bent over her and this kiss, so soft and
warm, tasted of purpose and joy instead of indecision and
doubt.

“Will you?” he
asked.

“Yes,” she whispered, and
the crowd sighed.

He lifted his head. “Let’s do it quickly.
I’ll get a special license tomorrow.”

“We’d best, or Great-Aunt
Delia will have your head on a platter.”

The musicians struck up a waltz.

“Dance with me,” she
whispered.

The mob fell silent as he took her hand in
his and set his other at her waist. The music drifted on the breeze
and the sun shone down a benediction as he led her out.

Never had there been a dance like this.
Alone on the platform, they moved together as if they’d practiced
every day of their lives. He held her scandalously close and she
pressed closer still, reveling in his scent and warmth and the
incredibly safe, stimulating feel of him surrounding her. Their
feet might have been on air, so lightly they moved, so perfectly in
time with each other and the swell of the music. The traffic, the
park, the crowd all faded and she was just a woman, sublimely
suited to a man.

Applause broke out as the song faded.

“I promise, James, now that
I am wicked too, that I’ll do anything to help you in your cause.
I’ll don a disguise or flirt with your father’s disreputable
friends or bribe my way in to see your mother. Anything that will
help or ease your mind.”

He gripped her shoulders. “Thank you for the
offer, my sweet, but we may not have to worry any longer. In fact .
. .” He gazed speculatively out over the crowd, then pulled her to
the edge of the dais.

They all fell silent, waiting.

“It would seem that my
father, the viscount, has been implicated in crimes against the
government. If, by chance, he owes any of you money, I’d see about
collecting now. I predict he’ll be running for the nearest port any
minute now.”

She covered her mouth, questioning him with
a look as several men detached themselves from the group to head
for the street. “What’s happened?”

“It turns out that I can
tell a story, too.” He explained.

“James! That was
brilliant!”

He shrugged. “You inspired me. I admit I’m
disheartened, though, that you won’t need to resort to disgraceful
behavior. If I ask nicely, will you flirt, bribe and wear a
disguise, just for me?”

“Any time you ask,” she
promised. “I’m aiming to gain a new nickname, now that the old must
be tossed aside.” She nodded toward the crowd. “I mean to give them
plenty of stories to tell about me and they’ll need to call me
something.” She tilted her head. “Do you have any
ideas?”

“I quite like the sound of
Mrs. Vickers.”

“Hmm . . .” She bit her
lip. “I think I prefer . . . the Wicked Mrs. Vickers.”

He held her tight. “So do I.”
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Addy leaned across and kissed her husband as
the carriage made its way to the manor house in Crawley. “Thank
you,” she whispered. “Of the two of us, I always knew you were the
angel.” She gave him another quick, smacking kiss. “Not many men
would agree to start their bridal trip with a visit to an
infant.”

She smiled when he kissed her back. “I
confess, I’m looking forward to meeting her, although I don’t know
much about infant girls.”

“You won’t have to,” she
reassured him. “Mary writes that she’s in a bossy stage. She’ll
likely tell you what to do.”

Everyone was out to meet them again. Addy
made the introductions, then looked around. “But where is Muriel?
Is she at her nap?”

“No, she’s coming along.”
Her aunt suppressed a smile. “She’s got a surprise for
you.”

“Another
pinecone?”

“No,” someone said behind
her. “Better than that.”

She gasped and spun about, then clutched at
James as her knees threatened to give out. “Papa?”

He stooped to pick Muriel up, then rushed
her, holding them both while Addy sobbed and Muriel patted her
head.

“I’m sorry,” he said into
her hair. “I was wrong. I’m so sorry.”

“I was already having
doubts,” he told Addy later, at tea, while Muriel directed James in
how to rearrange all the curios in a cabinet. “Then I started
dreaming of your mother, shaking her finger at me. When we were
delayed in Spain, I thought it must be a sign.” He looked sheepish.
“Then Hestia’s letter arrived.”

Addy’s eyes widened. “Oh, my.”

“Yes, you can imagine. She
didn’t hold her punches. And she was right. Your mother would never
have forgiven me, had I left you for so long.” He glanced at her.
“It was long enough, I see. I didn’t like what I heard about The
Celestial. It didn’t sound like my spitfire, story-telling girl.”
He cleared his throat. “But I see she is back.”

“She is,” Addy replied
contentedly.

“And she’s
happy?”

“Very happy,
indeed.”

She repeated the sentiment to James later,
as the coach pulled away, headed for Brighton.

“I am glad,” he
said.

She leaned into his hand as he tucked away a
stray strand of hair.

“I was very interested in
seeing how well you looked holding a babe in your arms,” he
whispered.

She blushed. “There are so very many things
to see before then, though. I was thinking of seeing how you look
sprawled nude against a Parisian backdrop.”

He raised a brow. “Nude?”

“It’s artistic, is it not?
Don’t many young women go to Paris to hone their artistic
skills?”

“You, my sweet, are a story
teller, and that’s a different sort of artist.”

“I’ll learn to paint, if it
means having you nude against a Parisian backdrop.” She squealed as
he hopped across to her side of the carriage and gathered her in
his arms. “Or perhaps I’ll write a naughty story about
it.”

“Will you? Who will you
tell it to?”

“Only you,” she
said.

“That sounds . . .
perfect.”
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April 1816 – Hyde Park, London

 


Lady Elspeth MacLaren’s morning could not
have been better. Not only was it a bright, sunny day – a rarity,
most certainly – and not only had she recently acquired her older
brother’s vow to attend the remaining social functions of the
Season – a feat thought impossible a mere sennight ago – but
strolling down Rotten Row, in the opposite direction, and staring
quite pointedly at her, was the most devastatingly handsome man in
all of London. And he was most definitely the reason Ellie was in
Hyde Park today.

Sebastian Alder, the
oh-so-handsome-and-charming Earl of Peasemore. Just the sight of
him could make her heart flutter and her breath catch.

Lord Peasemore touched the brim of his beaver
hat in greeting, his hazel eyes twinkling a bit devilishly, and
Ellie somehow managed not to stumble or faint. She didn’t even
outwardly sigh. Doing so would only tip her hand and that was the
very last thing she intended to do. No, with a man like Peasemore,
one had to be witty, crafty, and make him think that falling in
love with her was all his idea. He was halfway in love with her as
it was. After all, he wasn’t tipping his hat to anyone else along
the row, now was he?

She did allow the briefest smile to grace her
lips before she and Sophie Hampton passed the earl as they
continued on the path before them. Thankfully Sophie waited all of
two minutes before she whispered, “He looked right at you.”

Ellie’s heart lifted at the memory, though it
was only moments ago. Still, she would think about that look, that
tip of his hat the rest of the day. Now if only she could somehow
devise a way to learn which event the earl planned to attend this
evening. It would be nice if Ian could ferret out that sort of
information, but her brother was still ill-humored at having been
out-witted into attending the remaining functions of the Season
with her. He would not be in the mood to conduct espionage, no
matter how little effort it would take, on her behalf.

She cast a sidelong glance at Sophie and
wished her friend was in the possession of a brother who might be
of assistance. Cousins Sophie had in spades, but nary a brother to
be found. More’s the pity. Still, it couldn’t hurt to make an
inquiry, could it? Ellie smiled at her friend and said, “You don’t
have any plans to see Mr. Winslett today, do you?”

Sophie giggled. “Isn’t it enough you have
Lord Peasemore’s notice? Now you want Chase Winslett’s attention
too?”

Mr. Winslett was hardly
Ellie’s sort. For one thing, he didn’t seem the least bit devilish
and for another, he…Well, he wasn’t the heir to anything. Ellie
could never utter those last words aloud, however. They would make
her sound like the worst sort of social climber. But she
was the daughter of the
late Earl of Ericht and sister to the current earl. She hadn’t
begged, manipulated, and pleaded her way out of Scotland only to
end up married to some Englishman without a title. What a complete
waste of her efforts that would be. “I only thought he might be
persuaded to find out which event Lord Peasemore planned on
attending this evening.”

“Heavens,” Sophie muttered
under her breath. “And that officer over there—” she cocked her
head slightly towards the right “—can’t seem to take his eyes off
you.”

Officer? Ellie glanced in the direction
Sophie had indicated and standing next to a park bench stood not
one, but two army officers in regimentals, and… Oh, good heavens!
It couldn’t be! Her eyes locked with his, and her heart leapt.

Griffin Reid!

Was it really?

Without a thought about decorum, Ellie
unlinked her arm with Sophie’s and bolted across Rotten Row.
“Griffin Reid!” she cried, then she threw her arms around the army
captain’s neck. Heavens, it had been too long since she’d seen him.
And how wonderful it was to see him now! Griff’s arms tightened a
bit around her waist, and she tightened hers about his neck.

“Elspeth,” Sophie said from
behind her, “you’re making a scene.”

“Oh!” She probably was.
Ellie slid from Griff’s embrace and smiled up at him. He was
indeed, a sight for sore eyes. Heavens, how long had it been? “I
just couldn’t believe it was ye! I thought ye were at Achmore. Ian
will be so glad to hear ye’re in Town. How long are ye staying? Ye
must come to MacLaren House this afternoon!” Her words all flew out
in a rush, but she couldn’t help it. How wonderful to see him, so
whole and hale and standing right before her.

“Afternoon, Ellie,” Griff
grumbled faintly.

“Oh, good heavens!” she
gushed. “Ye hardly look like yourself.” And he didn’t. Griffin Reid
had left the shores of Lake Ericht a small, skinny lad with bony
knees all those years ago. But now, standing before her, was quite
an impressive sight as far as Highlanders went. He’d filled out
quite nicely since she’d seen him last. His shoulders were twice as
broad, and he must have grown nearly a foot. And handsome, he was
most definitely handsome in a dangerous sort of way. His dark hair
that brushed the top of his collar, his silvery eyes that seemed as
though they’d seen quite a bit of the world. But then, that
probably came from years spent upon one battlefield or another and
trekking across the continent for nearly a decade.

“I could say the same about
ye,” Griff returned softly as his eyes appraised her from the top
of her head to the tips of her slippers. A bit of awareness washed
over Ellie and her cheeks warmed. Of all the people she expected to
see today, Griffin Reid was not one of them. And how dashing he
looked in his regimentals.

“Who is this, Elspeth?”
Sophie asked, breaking Ellie from her reverie.

“Sophie, this –” she smiled
at Griff “—is Captain Griffin Reid. He’s a neighbor and an old
friend of the family.” Then she turned her attention to the other
fellow, a tall dark-haired man standing with Griff and said, “And,
well, I don’t know ye, sir.”

“Lady Elspeth MacLaren, Lord
Healeyfield.” Griff gestured between the two of them with a sweep
of his hand.

“She hardly looks like a
bairn to me.” Lord Healeyfield lifted his brow in amusement. Though
what that meant, Ellie had no idea, nor did she truly care. It was
hard to focus on anything other than Griffin Reid at the
moment.

“No one asked you,” Griff
muttered under his breath.

Ellie felt Sophie’s eyes on her and she
glanced towards the girl. “Oh, and this is my friend, Miss Sophia
Hampton,” she said as she once again linked her arm with her
friend’s. “Sophie, Captain Reid and Lord Healeyfield.”

“A pleasure to meet you
both.” His lordship nodded in greeting.

Griff grunted something, but
Ellie couldn’t quite hear what. He was behaving oddly. Was he not happy
to see her? He had been at first, hadn’t he? Had she said something
that annoyed him?

“I am hoping you can be of
assistance,” Lord Healeyfield said, breaking Ellie of her reverie.
“We are looking for someone.”

Perhaps that explained Griff’s odd behavior.
“Someone?” Ellie echoed, her eyes darting back to the strapping
Highlander. “Who?”

Griff heaved a sigh and said, “We’re trying
to find Miss Throssell, Ellie. If ye see her, do point her out
please.”

Miss Throssell? Ellie
blinked up at the handsome captain. Why in the world would he be
looking for that odd girl? “Wilhelmina Throssell?” she clarified.

“Indeed.” Griff nodded, his
jaw firmly set.

Ellie’s heart squeezed a
bit. “Why are you looking for her?” And how would he even know her?
Wilhelmina Throssell was the strangest girl of Ellie’s
acquaintance. Always speaking nonsense and keeping to herself. Odd
in every way. Certainly not someone who should have ever captured
Griff’s notice. That he should be looking for her didn’t make any sense at
all.

“Have ye seen her or not,
Ellie?”

“I don’t see her right this
moment,” she returned, hoping she kept the waspishness from her
voice. But really, that was slightly difficult to do. Griff seemed
more than determined to find Miss Thorssell for some reason, but
didn’t look pleased in the least to have stumbled upon Ellie
instead. That wasn’t terribly complimentary, all things considered.
“Why are ye looking for her, Captain Reid?” she asked once
more.

Griff shrugged. “We served under her father.
We heard she was in the park today and just wanted to say hello is
all.”

Served under her father? An odd reason to
seek someone out. In fact, it didn’t sound as though Griff knew
anything about the girl, other than her name. Why would he want her
to point Miss Throssell out otherwise? “Hmm.” There was definitely
something he wasn’t telling her. Ellie leveled her eyes on the
captain, hoping she could figure him out as well as she’d once been
able to do. “Ye wanted to say hello to her, but ye don’t know what
she looks like. Am I understanding ye perfectly?”

“Just point out the girl’s
direction, Ellie,” Griff growled.

He was most definitely up to something, but
she wouldn’t get the answer out of him by simply asking. That was
quite obvious. So she’d just have to find out using a different
tactic. Ellie shrugged coyly. “I’ll be happy to help ye, Griffin,
b—”

“How very kind of you,” he
cut her off.

“But,” she pressed forward,
“I need a little help myself.”

“Of course ye do. What do ye
want, Ellie?” He folded his arms across his chest, just like he
always had when he was being more than stubborn.

She shrugged once more, determined not to
seem flustered by his temperament. Besides, she did need something
and Griff was the perfect man to help her with her current
predicament. “Well, I was hoping someone could find out which event
a certain earl planned on attending this evening. I would ask Ian
to help me, but he’s being rather difficult of late.”

Griff’s mouth dropped slightly open. “A
certain earl?” he echoed incredulously. Not that he had any reason
in the world to sound that way. He was the one searching out the
very strange Miss Throssell and being rather evasive about his
motives, after all.

“The Earl of Peasemore to be
exact,” she told him. “If ye could learn his plans, I would be
quite happy to help ye locate Miss Throssell.” Well, not quite
happy, but Griff didn’t need to know that part.

Griff’s jaw tightened. “Ye haven’t changed
one bit.”

She flashed him her most charming smile.
“Does that mean we have a deal?”

Griff snorted in response. “Making deals with
MacLarens never turns out well for anyone.”

“What an uncharitable thing
to say.” Ellie tipped her nose slightly higher in the air. “I am
happy to help ye, Captain Reid. It’s only fair I should get a
little help in return, don’t ye agree?”

“Never mind. We’ll find her
on our own,” Griff replied as his gaze turned to the pedestrians
walking along the row.

Blast he was stubborn! One way or the other
she would find out what he wanted with Wilhelmina Throssell, and
one way or the other she was going to get his assistance with Lord
Peasemore.

Ellie batted her eyelashes. “Please, Griff,”
she said, stepping closer to him. “Ye could easily find out for me.
All ye’d have to do is go to one of the clubs he frequents and ask
the question. That’s all.”

“What do ye want with this
Peasemore?”

“Well, that’s none of yer
concern,” she retuned quickly. Besides, why should she tell him her
plans for Lord Peasemore if he wouldn’t share his for Miss
Throssell? “But if ye help me, I’ll help ye in return.”

Griff glanced over his shoulder at Lord
Healeyfield. “I do hope ye realize what a good friend I am.” He
didn’t wait for his lordship to respond, but turned back to Ellie
and said, “I’ll find out about Peasemore. Now tell him—” he cocked
his head towards Lord Healeyfield “—where we can find Miss
Throssell.”

Well, that was something. At least she’d find
out which event Lord Peasemore meant to attend. She smiled brightly
at Lord Healeyfield. “She keeps very much to herself, my lord. I
don’t believe I have ever seen her walk along Rotten Row. In fact,
I’m not certain if I have ever seen her outside of a ballroom, but
even then she stays to the far edges as though she’s afraid someone
will speak to her.”

A crease settled on his lordship’s brow. “She
was supposed to be here. In the park today. She must be here.”

Ellie wasn’t certain why they would think
such a thing, but the idea was most definitely a ludicrous once. “I
haven’t seen her.”

“Neither have I,” Sophie
added. “But perhaps she isn’t walking the row. Perhaps she’s
enjoying a picnic or talking to the squirrels or something like
that.”

That did sound like something Miss Throssell
would do.

“Talking to the squirrels?”
Lord Healeyfield echoed, incredulity lacing his words.

“That is possible,” Ellie
agreed. “She did tell me once that one only had to pay attention to
what birds were saying. I thought it was some sort of metaphor, but
after giving it more thought, I do believe she meant actual birds
and not something else.”

His lordship’s frown
deepened. “We are talking about the same lady? Wilhelmina Throssell.”

Ellie nodded. “I don’t imagine there are two
of them.” Just the idea made a chill race up her spine.

Lord Healeyfield heaved an unhappy sigh. “Can
you at least tell me what she looks like?”

This entire exchange was very odd. Almost as
odd as Miss Throssell herself.

“She has dark hair,” Sophie
said. “She usually wears it in a chignon.”

“Light eyes. Grey, silver,
light blue. Something like that. I’m not entirely sure,” Ellie
added. “She’s slender, about my height. A nice smile, though she
doesn’t smile all that much.”

“She’d be pretty if…” Sophie
shrugged. “Well, if she wasn’t so odd.”

Truer words were never spoken. Miss Throssell
was pretty, until one spent time with her. Then one couldn’t quite
look at her the same any longer.

“I suppose we should see if
we can find her,” Griff said. “And if that should fail, we do know
she’ll be at the Ridgemonts’ this evening.”

The duo was quite adamant about finding Miss
Throssell, which made less sense the more Ellie thought about it.
She certainly didn’t believe that Banbury Tale about wanting to say
hello to the girl simply because they’d served under her father.
They had some sort of agenda. Very odd, that. But she’d find out
what Griff was up to, one way or another.

“Griff,” she began, making
her voice a bit more breathy than it had been up ‘til now. “When ye
learn where Lord Peasemore plans to be this evening, do come to
MacLaren House to tell me. I’m certain Ian would love to see ye.”
And without Lord Healeyfield or Sophie Hampton about, she’d get the
truth out of him, once and for all.
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Captain Griffin Reid’s blood was boiling.
Honestly, he wasn’t even sure why, but that was often the case with
Ellie MacLaren. From the time she could walk, she’d twisted his
insides into a ball just as easily as she could crumple a piece of
foolscap in her hand.

He’s a neighbor and an old
friend of the family. Truly! That’s how she
introduced him to that English girl? As an old friend of the
family! Ellie was his bloody fiancée, no matter that he wasn’t
happy about the fact. But that was beside the point. He was more
than just a bloody friend of the family, and she well knew
it.

And then to ask him to play spy for her, to
gather information about some other man! Griff snorted. Once again,
the MacLaren gall knew no bounds. And Ellie was the worst of them.
Worse than her deceitful uncle. Worse than her managing father.
Worse than her blackguard of a brother. Beyond all of that, she was
- without a doubt - the single most maddening female in existence,
and she always had been.

The way she made her flaxen curls bounce
about her shoulders. The way she batted her pretty blue eyes at
him. The way she could sound so innocent with that breathy voice of
hers. The way…

Damn it all, she was even more beautiful than
he’d remembered. Curse her for that.

“What is wrong with you?”
his friend, the former Lieutenant-Colonel Nathaniel Carrick, now
the 1st Viscount Healeyfield, asked as Ellie and the English girl
walked away from them.

Griff turned his attention from Ellie’s
departing backside to meet Nate’s gaze. “We’d better find yer Miss
Throssell. Shall we split up? Cover more distance, looking for a
chit talking to squirrels?” What did that even mean? It was the
most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. Who talked to squirrels for
God’s sake?

“Honestly, the prospect
terrifies me.” Nate cringed. “I have a sneaking suspicion that
Throssell has duped me somehow.”

Griff was starting to suspect the same thing.
And being duped was something he was quite familiar with. Anyone
who grew up alongside the MacLarens would be an expert at such
things. Still, he couldn’t quite imagine that the rigid Colonel
Throssell possessed a daughter who sat around conversing with
squirrels and birds. And after everything they’d been though
together, he couldn’t quite image that Throssell would foist such a
girl upon Nate. He’d always treated Nate like a son, but then Niall
MacLaren had done the same with Griff all those years ago too,
hadn’t he?

“You going to tell me what’s
bothering you? Or are you just going to stand there, glaring at the
world?” Nate interrupted Griff’s thoughts.

“Nothing is bothering me.”
Nothing more than had bothered him over the last decade,
anyway.

“You didn’t seem happy at
all to see your intended, who by the by, is hardly the child you
described earlier today in my study.”

Griff supposed that was
true, though all of his memories of her were as a child. When he
did think of Ellie, he always thought of her as the spirited lass
who splashed about in the icy waters of Loch Ericht until she
turned blue. He remembered the irritating gnat who’d flitted about
whenever he and Ian wanted to build castles and forts, somehow
always managing to negotiate her way into their games despite their
best efforts to keep her from them. He recalled the pretty lass who
never failed to make the humorless Lord Ericht do her bidding with
just a few bats of her eyelashes. “We know where
my intended is, Nate.
Shouldn’t we start looking for yers?”

Nate shook his head. “Upon
further thought, I think I like my chances better at the Ridgemont
ball. If the girl truly does
talk to squirrels, I’d rather not witness it with
my own eyes. That’s not something I think I could easily
forget.”

“Ellie was probably
exaggerating,” Griff said, though he’d never known her to embellish
the truth. Despite her many flaws, she was honest. Which was more
than one could say for her ancestors.

“She seemed quite sincere to
me.” His friend heaved a beleaguered sigh, which truly he was
entitled to. After having been granted a viscountcy for his bravery
on the battlefield, the crown had also bequeathed a crumbling abbey
upon Nate’s shoulders. A crumbling abbey he had no funds to repair
and a wealthy fiancée he’d never met who evidently spent her time
conversing with squirrels. “Besides, you apparently need to seek
out this Peasemore fellow,” Nate continued. “No need to peek around
every bush in Hyde Park for Miss Throssell.”

Peasmore, whoever the devil
he was, could go hang. “Our deal was that I’d find out the earl’s
plans in exchange for her helping ye find Miss Throssell. But just like
a MacLaren, Ellie didn’t live up to her end of the bargain. And I’m
not about to do her bidding in exchange for a mere description of
the girl.”

An amused expression, the first Nate had worn
since Griff’s arrival in London, settled on his friend’s face.
“You’re not at all curious what your fiancée wants with another
man? I’d want to know if I were you.”

“Nothing Ellie ever does
makes sense,” Griff lied. One might not know what Ellie was ever up
to, but she always had some sort of plan and went about
accomplishing any task with a determination that would make any
military commander squirm a bit in his boots. Damn it all. She was
most definitely up to something, and he really should figure out
what it was.

He could storm over to
MacLaren House and demand answers from Ellie in front of her
family, putting a rather quick end to whatever scheme she’d
hatched. Or he could trail after her like a shadow, just as she’d
done to him and Ian in their younger days until he discovered what
she was about. Or…Or he could
play the hand she’d dealt him and lull her into a
false sense of security. That’s what she would do, anyway. And it
might just be the best way to figure out what she was up to.
But...Griff shook his head. “I don’t have the first clue where to
find the Earl of Peasemore.”

Nate shrugged. “She said something about his
club. Wroxham did insist upon sponsoring me at Whites. We could try
there.”

That sounded like a colossal waste of time.
Of all the places Peasemore, whoever the devil he was, could be,
what were the odds it was at the one club Nate had access to? “So
we’ve gone from one wild goose chase to another?”

“That does seem to be the
case.” Nate laughed. “But, I’ve been staring at that stack of
debts, piling up on my desk for days now. The distraction can only
do me good.”

“Well,” Griff began,
“anything to keep you from withering away behind that
desk.”
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Thankfully, Griff spotted a familiar looking
dark-haired fellow just as soon as they crossed the threshold of
Whites. A lieutenant from the 45th, if he remembered correctly. The
man’s name wasn’t popping to mind, however. Everett, Emory.
Something like that. He nodded towards the fellow across the room
and said to Nate, “Ye recognize him over there?”

After a moment, Nate nodded. “Lieutenant
Avery, isn’t it?”

Avery! That was most definitely it. “Yer
memory is better than mine.”

“He was in the same
infirmary Throssell was before we left Belgium. Visiting an injured
friend of his, a Major Moore, I believe.”

That did sound right. At this point, a
familiar face was better than a non-familiar one. And a fellow
officer was an added bonus. “He seems like a good one to ask.”
Griff started towards the small group of men that made up the
lieutenant’s set, Nate right behind him. “Avery, isn’t it?” he
asked just as soon as he was within earshot of the man and his two
companions.

Lieutenant Avery turned his attention from
his friends to Griff and Nate and smiled welcomingly. “Captain Reid
and Lieutenant Colonel Carrick?”

“Aye.” Griff cocked his head
towards Nate. “But he’s Healeyfield now, courtesy of His
Majesty.”

The lieutenant and his companions all glanced
in unison at Nate. “Well, congratulations,” a blonde fellow said.
“I’m Clayworth and—” he gestured to the larger man beside him
“—this is Astwick.”

“Nice to meet you,” Nate
replied.

“You as well.” The large,
burly Astwick nodded in greeting.

“I was hoping ye might be
able to point us in the right direction.”

“The right direction?”
Lieutenant Avery echoed.

“Aye. We’re looking for the
Earl of Peasemore. Have ye seen him by chance?”

“Actually, yes.” Clayworth
gestured to a doorway at the far end of the wall. “He went into the
card room, not long ago.”

What a stroke of luck. Griff
truly hadn’t thought their little wild goose chase would merit any
results. But now…Well, what was he supposed to say to a man he’d
never met before? Pardon me, but my
fiancée would like to know which social event ye’re planning on
attending this evening. Most definitely
not. He’d have to come up with something better than
that.

“You served along side
Lieutenant Avery?” Lord Astwick asked, his light green eyes focused
on Griff.

Griff shook his head. “We were involved in
some of the same campaigns. But Healeyfield and I are part of the
King’s Dragoon Guards.”

“Of course, of course,” Lord
Astwick began. “The regimentals should have given that away.” Then
he smiled. “My wife’s from Dumfriesshire. Her first husband was
part of the Scots Greys.”

“A valiant group of
men.”

“Indeed.” His lordship
agreed with a nod of his head. “Hannah spent a dozen years with
them, following the drum. I’m certain she’d love to meet you.
Returned officer and Scotsman, you’ll make her day.”

Well, making the acquaintance of some English
lord and his Scottish wife had been the furthest thing from Griff’s
mind when he’d walked into the club. But an ally was an ally. And
who knew when Griff might need a powerful English friend. “I’m at
yer service.”

Nate cleared his throat. “Peasemore,” he
muttered, reminding Griff of their purpose.

Oh, of course. The real reason he was here.
However, it might be easier to ask these fellows than Peasemore
himself, at least until he knew what he was dealing with. “I know
ye said he was in the card room, but what sort of man is this
Peasemore, if ye don’t mind me asking?”

Lords Clayworth and Astwick glanced at each
other and shrugged. “Seems an all right sort to me,” Clayworth
replied.

“A bit of a rake,”
Lieutenant Avery added.

“Not the best card player,”
Astwick said with a shrug.

Lord Clayworth laughed at that. “No one is
the best card player in comparison to Astwick here. So take that
with a grain of salt.”

Not that Griff cared one
whit about the man’s abilities at a gaming table. But… “A bit of a
rake?” he echoed, focusing his attention on the lieutenant. Why the
devil was Ellie trying to keep track of a rake? He was quite certain he
wouldn’t care for the answer to that, and his blood began to boil
anew. Damn her. Whatever she was up to…

“Nothing in comparison with
how my brother was,” Lieutenant Avery assured him. “But he does
have rakish tendencies.”

“Carraway’s cousin, isn’t
he?” Clayworth asked, to which Lieutenant Avery nodded in
response.

The look Nate flashed Griff made it clear he
thought there was nothing to worry about. But Nate always thought
the best of people. Nate was accustomed to dealing with honorable
men regardless of their station in life. Nate hadn’t been raised
right alongside the MacLarens.

“I’m supposed to find out
which event the man is planning to attend this evening,” he said
before he realized the words were out of his mouth and thought the
better of saying them to near perfect strangers.

“Oh.” Lord Astwick perked
up. “He’ll be at Louisa Ridgemont’s ball, if he wants access to her
bed.”

“Chet,” Clayworth admonished
beneath his breath. “You gossip worse than a lady.”

“Who do you think told me
about Peasemore and Louisa Ridgemont?” Lord Astwick’s booming laugh
echoed about the room. “Your wife, that’s who.”

“Huh.” Lieutenant Avery
snorted. “Cordie’s been holed up in Clayworth House nearly all
season. If she knows it, must be public knowledge.”

“Caroline Staveley is an old
friend of Lady Ridgemont,” Clayworth said quite stoically. “I’m
certain the topic came up during one of Caro’s many visits.” Then
he shook his head in reprimand. “But, regardless,
we shouldn’t perpetuate
the rumor.”

Griff couldn’t care less whose bed Peasemore
was sharing, unless the man had his eye on Elspeth MacLaren. But
did he? That was the question.

So the Ridgemont ball, was it? A way to keep
his eye on the man, gather a bit of intelligence? That was a bit of
good luck, he supposed. Nate would have to be at that particular
ball anyway. At least he’d have one friendly face in the crowd,
perhaps more. “Is that where all of ye plan to be tonight?”

“My wife and I’ll be at home
this evening,” Lord Clayworth said, without missing a
beat.

“Mine will drag me there,
I’m sure,” the lieutenant complained as though he was most put
upon.

Lord Astwick shrugged. “I wasn’t planning on
it, but my interest has been piqued. Besides, it’ll give me the
opportunity to introduce you to my wife.”

That was good news, actually. With Avery and
Astwick present, the two could point Peasemore out. Griff wouldn’t
have to make his presence known to the man, at least not until he’d
decided if doing so was necessary.
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Eyes closed, Ellie slid her bow across the
strings of her violin. Pergolesi’s Concerto is B-Flat Major
emanated from her instrument, filling the music room, equally
matching her gleefulness. She let the music envelop her heart,
lifting her further into the clouds. How she loved this song. So
light, so happy, so perfect in everyway. Just like her day had
been.

Lord Peasemore had
smiled and tipped
his hat at her. She finally released the sigh she’d held back since
that moment in the park. Everything was turning out even more
perfectly than she’d planned. Of course, how could she have planned
for Griffin Reid? Seeing him
had been kismet. Heavens, he’d become so
strapping, so handsome…

Ellie’s bow scraped across the strings making
a horrible sound echo throughout the room.

“Ack!” Ian, her older
brother, complained from the threshold. “Are ye trying to deafen me
with that noise?”

Ellie lowered the violin to her side and
narrowed her eyes on Ian. “Ye don’t know the first thing about
music.”

“Nay, but I know when my
ears feel like they’re going to explode.”

Irritating brother. Ellie
wasn’t certain, at all, why she put up with Ian…Well, she
did need his support as
far as her pin money, gowns, ribbons, reticules, bonnets, slippers,
and well, everything she wanted.

There was that.

Placation was generally the best way to deal
with Ian. “Actually, I am happy to see ye.”

“Why? What do ye want now?”
Suspicion clouded his eyes.

“Nothing.” She smiled as she
placed her violin in the chair beside her.

“Then that would be the
first time ever since ye were born.”

“Ye are quite a skeptical
Scot, do ye know that?”

A smirk tipped his lips. “Always have to be
on my toes with ye, Ellie.”

Well, that was probably true. She could dance
circles around him most days, without him ever being the wiser.
“Well, my mistrustful lord, all I wanted to say was ye’ll never
guess who I saw in the park today.”

“Some fellow whose fortune
ye’ve decided to make yer own?”

“Or course.” Ellie giggled.
“But that’s not who I meant.”

“Oh? Who then?” Her brother
stepped further into the music room, his brow scrunched up a bit.
“Beau Brummel or some other self-important Englishman ye hold in
high esteem?”

“Griffin Reid,” she replied,
loving the look of complete shock on her brother’s face.

“Griffin Reid?” he echoed.
At her nod, he said nothing, which wasn’t like Ian at all. An
expression she hadn’t ever seen her brother wear before flashed
across his countenance. “What did he say?” he finally
asked.

Very little, actually. Unless it was about
that odd Wilhelmina Throssell, not that Ellie wanted to get into
any of that with her brother. Honestly, Ian was behaving just as
strangely as Griff had done. Very odd, that. She shrugged and said,
“Seems he’s in Town with a friend of his. Someone he served with in
the Dragoon Guards. I asked him to come by MacLaren House today. I
knew ye’d want to see him.”

But looking at her brother right now, the
pinched expression on his face, his fidgeting hands, Ellie wasn’t
certain Ian ever wanted to see Griffin again. How very odd. The two
of them had been thick as thieves in their younger days.

“That was it? He’s in Town
with some friend. He didn’t say anything else?”

What in the world was all of this? Between
Griff’s reaction to seeing her and Ian’s reaction to hearing Griff
was in Town, something was most definitely not right. “What’s going
on, Ian? Ye’re behaving stranger than normal.”

From the threshold, Howard, their butler,
cleared his throat. “Captain Reid to see you, milord, milady.”

Ellie was fairly certain she could hear Ian’s
teeth grind from where he was standing just a few feet away before
he asked, “Where is he, Howard?”

“The yellow salon,
milord.”

Ian nodded tightly, then he glanced over at
Ellie. “Ye stay here and practice yer noise.”

“Stay here?” she echoed
incredulously. Griff had asked for her too. “I am not a dog, Ian
MacLaren. And ye’re not going anywhere until ye tell me what this
is all about.” Besides, how was she to learn which event Lord
Peasemore meant to attend if she didn’t get to see Griff
herself?

Anger flashed in her brother’s eyes and Ellie
sucked in a breath. She couldn’t recall ever seeing him look so
furious, not one time, ever. “I don’t answer to ye, Ellie. It’s
about time ye remembered that.” Then he strode from the room
without a glance back over his shoulder.
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Ian MacLaren, the Earl of Ericht, pinched the
bridge of his nose, in a vain attempt to stave off a headache.
Griffin Reid. Of all the damned people he never wanted to see
again, Griffin Reid was at the very top of that list. A decade
spent on the continent, embroiled in one campaign or another, one
would think the man wouldn’t have ever made it back to the shores
of Britain.

But he had.

And nowhe’d come to claim Ellie and half of
Ian’s lands.

Of course, Ian knew this day would eventually
come. Or rather he’d feared it would come at some point. There was
nothing to do about it, but face Reid head on. Ian took a calming
breath, then stepped into his yellow salon.

Griffin Reid – older, larger, more confident
than ever – stood in the far corner, his hands clasped behind his
back, something akin to a scowl upon his face. “MacLaren,” he
grumbled in greeting, just as happy to see Ian as Ian was to see
him, apparently.

“Reid,” Ian replied in kind.
“Ye look to be in once piece.”

A mirthless laugh escaped his one-time
friend. “Despite yer father’s best efforts in regards to the choice
of my regiment.”

Father had thought the likelihood of Griffin
returning alive would be diminished if he purchased the lad’s
colors in the King’s Dragoon Guards. “Ye mean, giving ye the
opportunity to make a name for yerself in one of the most elite
divisions?”

“It was a death sentence and
we both know it.”

Ian couldn’t deny that, but he didn’t want to
openly agree and cast a poor light upon his late father either.
Besides, it had been his father’s solution to the problem, not
Ian’s. He shouldn’t have to answer for it. He folded his arms
across his chest, leveling Griffin with his most arrogant glare,
the one he’d long ago learned from his father. “Look, Reid, a lot
has happened since ye’ve been gone.”

“But I’d imagine quite a bit
is the same as it’s always been.”

The derision in Griff’s voice made Ian
inwardly wince. Had their positions been switched, he’d probably
sound just as self-righteous, he’d probably be filled with just as
much anger and hatred. “We were friends once.”

Griff nodded in response. “As were our
ancestors before us. And look where that got the Reids.”

So he wasn’t going to be reasonable. Not that
Ian was surprised. Still, the interview would go a lot better if
they were able to put the past behind them, if they could look
forwards rather than back. “I’m not Angus MacLaren, and you’re not
Dougal Reid.”

“Nay. I’m not.” Griff
unclasped his hands from behind his back. “No one would ever
accuse me of being
disloyal to the crown, not after the way I’ve defended England over
the past decade.”

Something Ian hadn’t done. Not that he hadn’t
wanted to when he was younger. He’d begged his father to let him
join the Dragoon Guards with Griffin at the time, but that request
had been rejected in the same cold, steely way his father went
about most things. “And now ye’re here for yer reward. For Ellie
and half of my land.”

“Yer land?” Griff snorted.
Loudly. “The MacLarens have no rights to those lands.”

Here they went again. The very argument that
had first induced his father to send Griffin away all those years
ago. “I have a deed that says differently,” Ian replied calmly.

“A deed spun upon MacLaren
lies.”

Ian heaved a sigh. “I won’t
defend Angus MacLaren’s falsehoods, Griffin. But whether or not he
gave his own name or Dougal Reid’s when they captured him at
Culloden, Reid land would still have been seized.
Dougal was on the losing
side.”

“Aye.” Griffin agreed with a
nod of his head. “But so was Angus. Had he told the truth, the
MacLaren lands would have been seized right along with the Reid
lands.”

“And then where would any of
us be?” Ian growled. “For seventy years the Reids stayed on that
very land thanks to the generosity of my great-grandfather.
We all had a place
to live, a roof over all of our heads because of that
lie.”

“Generosity?” Griffin spat.
“Guilt is more fitting, don’t ye think?”

Both were accurate, but Ian didn’t feel
inclined to agree with his old friend. And he’d really rather not
argue the rest of his life over it either. What was done was done
and had been for seventy years. “I’ll pay ye for it. We’ll call it
even, how about that?”
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Griff blinked at Ian MacLaren. With the blood
pounding in his ears, he must not have heard his one-time friend
correctly. “Pay me for it?”

Ian shrugged, stepping further into the room
and grasping a high-back chair in his hands. “As I said, a lot has
changed since ye’ve been gone. We’ll call it recompense for a
broken marriage contract. I’ll pay ye for the value of the land and
ye can go anywhere ye want, do anything ye want. Ye can start over,
start a new Reid legacy somewhere else with the funds.”

Somewhere else? A broken marriage contract?
Griff sucked in a surprised breath. Was Ian truly suggesting what
Griff thought he was? “The deal yer father made was that I’d join
the Dragoon Guards, learn to become a man, then I’d get the Reid
land back when I married Ellie.”

“Ye don’t want to marry
Ellie.” Ian sighed. “Ye can trust me on that.”

An image of Ellie, so damned
beautiful in the park that day, flashed in Griff’s mind.
Wanting to marry Elspeth
MacLaren had never been in his thoughts. He’d known he
would marry her. He’d
known it for so long that the thought of not marrying her left him
feeling slightly empty, which was odd. After all, she’d always
driven him half mad. “Ye’re not honoring the bargain that was
agreed upon.”

Ian scoffed. “I’m trying to
do right by everyone involved, Griff. Ye’re not the sort of man
Ellie has her heart set on. And irritating as I find her most of
the time, she is my sister and I do want her to be happy. The two of ye
together would make each other miserable, especially considering
yer hatred for her entire family, both alive and dead.”

He wasn’t the sort of man Ellie had her heart
set on? Who did she have her heart set on? That rakish Peasemore
fellow? The very thought of that was like a slug to his chest.

If Griff had never entertained the thought of
marrying anyone else, why had Ellie been allowed to do so? And then
the answer hit him. “She doesn’t know,” he breathed aloud,
clenching his hand into a fist.

He knew the instant the words came out of his
mouth that he was correct. The sheepish expression on Ian’s face
only confirmed his suspicions. It explained why Ellie had
introduced him as a friend of the family and not as her fiancé in
the park that day. It explained why she was so certain Ian would be
happy to see him, she obviously had no idea the two had had a
falling out. And it explained why she had no qualms asking Griff to
gather information on Peasemore. She didn’t know she was Griffin’s
intended. She had no idea.

“Why doesn’t she know?” he
asked louder, though a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach
answered that question as well. The late Earl of Ericht truly
hadn’t expected Griffin to make it back alive. That’s why he
selected the King’s Dragoon Guards in the first place. That’s why
he never bothered to tell Ellie she was Griffin’s betrothed. One
way or another, he’d been determined to keep those lands for the
MacLaren earldom, no matter how ill-gotten they were.

“There was never the right
time to tell her,” Ian said softly, but the words rang dully about
the salon.

“In ten years, there was never the right
time?” he asked incredulously. And now Ian thought he could buy Griffin
off. That he would take money instead of reclaiming his family’s
rightful land. Griff would like nothing more than to pound the
sanctimonious Earl of Ericht right in the jaw. “I will have what I
was promised, Ian MacLaren. I will have what is mine.”

“Still as stubborn as ever.”
The earl shook his head. “The two of ye won’t suit, Griffin. Ye
never will. Ye’re harsh and determined, hardened by war – I can see
it. And she’s…” He seemed to search the heavens for the right word,
and then finally said, “Well, she’s, Ellie. I wouldn’t give the pair of ye
a fortnight before killing each other. Why do ye want that future,
Griffin? Ye’ve been to hell and back. Don’t ye want a little peace
at some point? Ye’ll never have that married to my
sister.”

And though Ian was very likely right about
that, Griffin could only shake his head. “I don’t want yer money,
Ian. I want my family’s legacy. I want my family’s land returned to
me. Ellie’s dowry gives me that.”

“Her dowry.” Ian frowned.
“Ye want her dowry, but ye don’t want her.”

“They are one in the same,”
Griff replied evenly. He’d always known they were a package deal,
and he’d long ago come to terms with that. “So ye’d better tell her
the truth before I’m forced to.”

“Very well.” Ian nodded
slowly. “I’ll tell her. At the end of the season, I’ll tell her.
Until then, why don’t ye court her? Why don’t ye spend a little
time learning who she is and if ye truly want to spend eternity
with her.”

“Buying time until ye can
find some MacLaren way to wriggle out of yer
obligations?”

“Giving ye time to come to
yer senses, for both of yer sakes.”
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Ellie burst into her younger sister
Catriona’s room, slightly out of breath. Cat glanced up from her
writing desk, the fading sunlight from the window catching her soft
red curls, her eyes wide at the intrusion.

“Cat!” Ellie rushed towards
her sister. “I need yer help. Ian is being difficult.”

Cat giggled as she was prone to do. “Ian’s
always difficult.”

Truer words were never spoken, but Ellie
didn’t have time to go into all of the details, not when she had no
idea how long Griff would be at MacLaren House. “He’s being
particularly so at the moment. So I need ye to help me.”

“What’s happened?” Cat
touched a hand to her heart.

Ellie shook her head. “I’m not entirely sure,
to be honest. Griffin Reid is here. He asked to see both Ian and
me, but Ian wouldn’t let me see him. Barking orders at me to stay
as though I’m a dog.”

A smile spread across Cat’s face. “Griffin
Reid? I haven’t heard that name in a million years.”

No one had. That was beside
the point, however. Ellie reached for Cat’s hand. “They’re holed up
in the yellow salon and I need
to talk to Griff. I think I can intercept him
before he leaves, but only if ye help me.”

“What do ye want me to do?”
she asked as Ellie dragged her towards the corridor.

“Distract Ian. Tell him ye
need to talk to him.”

“And then say what to him? I
never have anything to say to Ian.”

Heavens, it was frustrating having a sister
who was not adept at subterfuge. “Say anything. Tell him ye want to
take up painting.” When Cat turned up her nose at that, Ellie
continued, “Tell him ye heard Chloe Springate has set her cap for
him and ye wanted to warn him. Tell him—”

“Chloe Springate has set her
cap for him?”
Cat’s brow lifted in wonder. “Why would she do that?”

“Because she’s a
ninnyhammer,” Ellie replied, hating that Cat had gotten her off the
subject. “It doesn’t matter. Just keep him busy. Talk any sort of
inanities ye can think of. Anything that will give me enough time
to talk to Griffin Reid, to find out…”

“Find out what?” Cat dug in
her heels, refusing to move an inch from her spot in the middle of
the corridor.

Normally, Ellie wouldn’t confide even the
most insignificant detail to Cat. Her sister wasn’t exactly the
most subtle of creatures. “Which ball he thinks I should attend
tonight,” she said after a moment, not wanting to confide anything
of merit to her sister, but still not wanting to outright lie.

Cat’s blue eyes twinkled. “Have ye set yer
cap for Griffin Reid?”

Ellie nearly reared back at the suggestion.
Set her cap for Griffin Reid? She wasn’t in leading strings any
longer. She wasn’t the same moon-eyed lass she’d been once upon a
time who had dreamed of nothing but Griff.

Besides, Griff had no title,
no lands, nothing to offer except his honor and his handsome face,
when he wasn’t scowling at her. And while he did have a very handsome face, a
handsome face would hardly keep her in the style to which she was
accustomed to living. One had to be practical in such matters.
Griffin Reid would make some Scottish lass a very nice husband
someday, but that lass wouldn’t be Ellie. “Just help me, will
ye?”

Cat nodded quickly. “Aye, I’ll wait outside
the yellow salon for them to finish talking. Where will ye be?”

“In the white parlor.” The
room closest to the front door with a view of Curzon Street. After
all, she didn’t imagine Griff could escape MacLaren House without
her notice if she was in that particular parlor.
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If Griff never laid eyes on another MacLaren,
it would be too soon. He turned his back on Ian and started from
yellow salon, only to find Lady Catriona MacLaren blocking his
path. Good God. The last time he’d seen the little imp, she’d been
in leading strings. “Cat?” he asked, though he knew it was her. She
still possessed a gleeful twinkle in her eyes, and that light red
hair.

“Griffin Reid!” Cat threw
her arms around his middle. “I can’t believe it’s really
ye.”

“Leave the man be, Cat,” Ian
grumbled from behind Griff. “He was just leaving.”

Cat grinned up at Griff anyway, completely
undeterred by her brother’s gruffness. “Say ye’ll be back.”

If he was going to court his own damned
fiancée, he’d most definitely be back. Even so, it would have been
difficult to say as much to Cat, not with the girlish smile she
still wore. In fact, he couldn’t help but smile back. “I’m sure
ye’ll be seeing me soon, Cat.”

She stepped away from him and said, “In that
case, God speed, Griff.” Then she glanced past him into the salon.
“Ian, do ye have a minute? There’s something important I need to
talk to ye about.”

Ian grumbled something, but Griff didn’t stay
long enough to find out what it was. He started back towards the
entrance, his mind awhirl with all he’d learned that afternoon.
Before he could escape, however, Ellie came from out of nowhere and
grabbed his arm.

“In here,” she whispered,
pulling him towards a parlor a few feet away. Was that where she’d
come from?

Griff let her lead him into the room, his
gaze drinking her in. Ellie’s blonde locks were knotted at the nape
of her neck, trailing over one alabaster shoulder, giving Griff a
very nice view of her slender, graceful neck. But then everything
about Ellie was graceful, it always had been.

When she turned around to face him, Griff
asked, “What do ye want, Ellie?”

“Lots of things.” Eyes as
blue as Loch Ericht shone up at him, and his heart squeezed a bit.
There never had been a lass prettier than Elspeth MacLaren. “But
first, what is going on between ye and Ian?”

Oh, he’d love to tell her. To get everything
out on the table, but Ian had made some sense about how to go
forward, loathe as Griff was to admit that to himself. Telling her
everything would probably just build some insurmountable chasm
between them. “Just a difference of opinion, that’s all.”

She didn’t believe him. He could see it in
her intelligent eyes. “About what?”

“Well, that’s between him
and me.” At least for the time being.

“I’m certain Ian’s wrong
whatever it is,” she said with that breathy voice of
hers.

Except that Ian was most likely right, which
did grate more than a bit. But so did the fact that Ellie thought
she could coax the information out of him with a bat of her pretty
eyelashes. “Nice try, Ellie.”

“Does that mean ye won’t
tell me?”

“Always the smartest
MacLaren in the bunch.”

She huffed in irritation. “Ye were always the
most stubborn lad, Griffin.”

“Then aren’t we a brilliant
match?”

Her brow rose haughtily, just as it used to
when she was a child. “Don’t tell me yer secret then. I’m certain
it’s not interesting in the least.”

Griff couldn’t help but laugh. She probably
did a fine job managing every man she came in contact with. But not
him. Not ever him.

“I can’t imagine what ye
think is so amusing.” She pursed those damn kissable lips of hers;
and despite his best efforts, his trousers became noticeably
tight.

Griff shook his head. Ian was probably right.
After a fortnight together, he and Ellie would most likely be at
each other’s throats. But it might just be the best fortnight of
his life up until that point, having Ellie in his arms, in his
bed…in his heart? Well, perhaps not that last one. If he ever fell
in love with Elspeth MacLaren, he’d be doomed. He’d be just another
man she’d manage with a bat of her lashes. And that wasn’t
something Griff could let happen. “Ye haven’t changed a bit. Do ye
know that?”

“Aye. Ye said so this very
afternoon.” Then she flashed him a smile that no doubt would make
droves of men fall at her feet. “Did ye find out where Lord
Peasemore plans to be this evening?”

At his lover’s ball. But Griff couldn’t say
those words, not with her looking up at him so hopefully. Though
the idea of Ellie pining away after that Peasemore blackguard
grated Griff’s nerves, he couldn’t bring himself to hurt her.
“Aye.” He nodded. “But I don’t think I’ll tell ye.”

Her mouth fell open in surprise. “But ye
promised. We had a deal.”

He nodded once more. “We did. That deal, if
ye remember, my dear, involved ye helping Healeyfield find Miss
Throssell. All ye did was give us a rather generic description of
the girl. It’s hardly the same thing.”

“Well, she wasn’t there!”
Ellie protested. “How am I to find her if I don’t know where she
is?”

“Ye didn’t know where she
was when ye made that deal, and yet ye made it anyway. I can’t
imagine ye think ye should be rewarded for such an underhanded
trick.”

Ellie’s eye widened a bit.
“I thought ye were
looking for Miss Throssell. What does Lord Healeyfield want with
her?”

Griff snorted. “What do ye want with
Peasemore?” he returned, though he had a fairly good idea.

She tipped her head back a little and
shrugged. “I don’t think that’s any of yer concern.”

Thought it most definitely was. “And what
Healeyfield wants with Miss Throssell is none of yers.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” she
said slightly waspishly. “Whatever it is ye and Ian are arguing
about, I’m certain he’s right.”

Griff couldn’t help but smirk. “Aye, he
probably is.”

“Please, Griff,” she begged,
her voice soft once more. “Please tell me where Lord Peasemore will
be.”

Griff had to be at the Ridgemont’s anyway. If
he told Ellie Peasemore meant to be there too, at least this way he
could see what he was up against in regards to the Englishman. If
he and Ellie were in love, it was bound to be more than difficult
to get her before Griff’s altar at the end of the season. “The
Ridgemonts,” he said, studying her pretty face. “But I’ll expect ye
to assist Healeyfield in regards to Miss Throssell in exchange for
that information.”

“Of course.” Ellie nodded
quickly. “What sort of assistance does he need?”

Griff shrugged. “I have no idea what tonight
holds. I think it best just to keep all options open.”
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As soon as Ellie entered the
Ridgemont ballroom on her brother’s arm, she quietly scanned the
area, looking for her quarry. But Lord Peasemore wasn’t there, at
least not anywhere she could see. Captain Griffin Reid, however,
was there. Her heart sped up when her gaze landed on him, standing
along the far wall with Lord Healeyfield. Griff was so different
from the lanky lad she’d known once upon a time. He was still
irritatingly stubborn. That hadn’t changed a bit, but…Well, there
was something different about him. He was devastatingly handsome and he had
a confidence about him that he hadn’t always possessed, but there
was something more. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger
on.

“Damn it all,” Ian grumbled
under his breath. “What are the odds he’d be here?”

Ellie pulled her gaze from the captain to
glance up at her brother. He could only be complaining about one
man. The very one she’d just been gazing at. “Ye might as well tell
me whatever it is that’s going on between ye and Griffin Reid. I’ll
find out eventually anyway, ye know?”

Ian’s blue eyes narrowed slightly. If she
hadn’t been his sister, the look might have frightened her. But as
she was his sister and as she had spent a lifetime ignoring Ian’s
expressions over the years, his narrowed eyes and pinched lips had
no affect on her.

“Maybe I’ll just ask Griff
to tell me what this is all about,” she said, hoping to trick Ian
into telling her. After all, he wouldn’t know that Griff had
already refused to tell her a thing. Her brother might very well
rather tell her himself than have her learn whatever the truth was
from his one-time friend. “I’m sure he’ll tell me.”

“Then don’t blame me if ye
don’t like what you learn.”

What was that supposed to mean? Before Ellie
could ask as much, Ian’s eyes rounded in fear. “That’s yer friend
Lady Chloe, isn’t it?”

Ellie glanced in the direction Ian was
staring and bit back a smile. Cat must have thoroughly terrified
their brother that afternoon. “Mmm,” she agreed, determined not to
give anything away.

“She, uh, hasn’t set her cap
for me, has she?”

She had, not that Ian had noticed. Instead of
giving the girl completely away, however, Ellie giggled. “Oh, Ian,
ye think every unmarried girl is determined to ensnare ye in her
net. It’s amazing ye can fit that enormous head of yers through the
doorway.”

“Unmarried girls do plot,
Ellie. They plot the downfall of unsuspecting men all the time. Ye
know they do.”

Downfall was a bit of an exaggeration. Did
men think their lives so spectacularly wonderful without women?
Foolish creatures. Men, and titled men in particular, needed wives.
Ian was certainly no different than the rest. Why the male of the
species tried to hold so desperately onto their bachelor state of
life was a complete mystery.

She grinned up at her brother and said,
“Would ye like me to tell Lady Chloe what an irritating, stubborn
Scot ye are? Tell her that she’d be better suited to nearly anyone
else in the world? That a life with ye would be nothing but eternal
misery and regret?”

Ian nodded, not insulted in the least. “If ye
would be so kind to tell every lass ye know, I’d greatly appreciate
it.”

“Very well.” Ellie slid her
arm from her brother’s. “I’ll start with Chloe, but I’d like ye to
remember I did ye this favor.” Then she started in the direction of
the lady in question. Lady Chloe Springate truly was a ninnyhammer.
Why the girl was so besotted with Ian was a mystery of its own. But
there was no accounting for one’s taste, Ellie supposed.

Chloe’s green eyes lit up when she spotted
Ellie coming her way, and a smile spread across her face. For all
that she was a ninnyhammer, she was a rather sweet girl.

Ellie smiled in return, but she didn’t have
time to chat with her friend, not for long anyway. “There is
someone I need to speak with, Chloe,” she said softly. “But I did
want to warn ye, my brother is not in his best mood this evening.
And I believe he has figured out ye’ve got yer eye on him. He is a
most suspicious Scot.”

Chloe’s face paled in an instant. “I didn’t
realize he knew who I was. He never even looks in my
direction.”

Ellie shrugged. “When I finish sorting out
another mess, I’ll be of assistance if I can. Though ye might want
to set yer sights on some other fellow, Chloe. Ye’re my friend. I
really should warn ye – Ian is a most irritating and stubborn man.
Ye’d probably be much happier with nearly anyone else in the whole
world.”

Chloe glanced over Ellie’s shoulder, in the
direction Ian stood, and she sighed. The poor girl truly was
besotted, odd as it was to believe. “But…”

Ellie shook her head. “Just think about it.
As I said, I’ve another situation to sort through.” Then she
squeezed her friend’s hand in farewell and started directly for the
handsome Captain Reid.

She had a niggling little thought that
perhaps Griffin hadn’t been entirely honest about which event Lord
Peasemore meant to attend tonight and that he’d tricked her into
being at the Ridgemonts’ as punishment for her promise in the park
that morning. It would be just like Griff to try and teach her a
lesson, a lesson she had no intention of learning. Blast him.

As she approached the two officers, Lord
Healeyfield nodded his head in greeting, and Griff’s silvery, grey
eyes settled on her, nearly robbing Ellie of her breath. It was
truly unfair for such a Machiavellian mind to possess such a
devastatingly handsome face.

“Lord Healeyfield,” she said
to his friend, and then met Griff’s gaze. “Captain
Reid.”
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“Lady Elsepth,” Griff choked
out. He hadn’t been able to tear his eyes away from Ellie ever
since she’d entered the ballroom. She’d been pretty in the park
that afternoon, beautiful in her own home, but now with her flaxen
hair reflecting the golden chandelier light and adorned in a
shimmery, icy blue gown with a scooped bodice meant to draw a man’s
eye, she was nothing short of enchanting. Damn her. How was he to
keep his wits about him when all he wanted was to slide that dress
from her body to run his hands and mouth across her
skin?

She tipped her pert little nose in the air.
“Ye wouldn’t have misled me about a certain earl’s plans for the
evening, would ye, Griffin?”

Peasemore.

Griff somehow managed not to grind his teeth
together. All he could think about was Ellie, but all she could
think about was that blackguard Peasemore. “Ye must have me
mistaken for a MacLaren, Ellie. I would never intentionally mislead
anyone.”

She punched her hands to her hips. “I have
had quite enough of ye disparaging my family, Griffin Reid. If the
MacLaren’s have done something to ye, I’d like to know what it
is.”

But he couldn’t tell her. Not at the moment,
anyway. Griffin turned his attention back towards the ballroom
before them, the dancing, laughing couples, the gossiping ladies,
the stoic gentlemen who must have been forced to attend such an
event. “Ye promised to help Healeyfield with Miss Throssell, Ellie.
I spotted the colonel in the card room not long ago, so his
daughter must be here. Point her out, will ye?”

Ellie huffed as her arms dropped to her
sides, but then she turned around to see the assembled crowd and
gestured towards a dark-haired girl, all alone near the opposite
corner. “There. Is my debt now paid in full, Captain Reid?”

Griff couldn’t help but laugh. There was
something quite attractive in watching Ellie lose her temper – the
color it brought to her cheeks, the flash in her eyes, the way she
pursed her lips as though begging for a kiss. And while he
shouldn’t let it have such an affect on him, he did have the sudden
desire to pull her into his arms and kiss her right there in front
of everyone assembled at the Ridgmont ball.

“Save me a waltz?” he said
before he thought the better of it. The last thing he needed was
for her to think she had him wrapped around her pretty little
finger. He’d be doomed if she even suspected such a
thing.

“Ye didn’t answer me,
Griffin. Is my debt now paid in full?”

“Aye.” He nodded.

“Perfect,” she said as she
spun on her heel. “Then do have a delightful evening.” And with
that, she sauntered away.

Griff could only watch her go, the bounce of
her curls, the sway of her hips, the elegant glide of…

“Griff,” Nate interrupted
his musings. “Would you be insulted if I said I didn’t understand
in the least what is going on with you and your
betrothed?”

How could Griff be insulted when he didn’t
understand it himself?

A frown marred Nate’s face and he continued,
“Why is she talking to Miss Throssell now?”
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Just as Ellie started back towards Ian, she
caught sight of Miss Throssell once more. She wasn’t certain what
Lord Healeyfield wanted with the girl, but she should probably warn
her just the same. After all, if she was in Miss Throssell’s
slippers, she’d want someone to warn her. So she changed her
direction and strode right towards the awkward brunette.

When she was just a few feet away, Ellie
cheerfully called, “Miss Throssell!” in greeting. To her untrained
eye, it looked as though the girl nearly leapt from her skin at the
sound of her own name. Skittish and odd. Poor girl.

Miss Throssell seemed to force a smile to her
face and replied, “Lady Elspeth. How nice to see you.”

“I was thinking that very
thing.” Ellie closed the small distance between them, grinning
widely, hoping to put the girl somewhat at ease. “Care to take a
turn about the room with me?”

“Of course,” Miss Throssell
muttered softly.

Ellie linked her arm with the dark-haired
girl and began to direct her around the perimeter of Lady
Ridgemont’s ballroom, past couples dancing a reel. “Ye weren’t, by
chance, in the park today, were ye?”

“In the park?” Miss
Throssell echoed, nearly tripping over her own feet.

That was an odd reaction.
Ellie must have hit on some sort of nerve. “Mmm.” She nodded as
they made their first turn. “For some reason I thought ye might
be. I was there
today, ye see.”

“Were you,
indeed?”

“Mmm,” Ellie said again.
“And I happened upon a pair of officers who served under yer
father. They’re in the King’s Dragoon Guards.”

“Responsible commanders?”
Miss Throssell breathed out.

Probably, though it was a
strange comment to make in response. But then again it
was Miss Throssell, and
the girl had been known to say things even stranger. “I’ll always
think of Captain Reid as the lad who dared me to swim the length of
Loch Ericht and tied my braids into knots when we were younger.”
Ellie laughed. “Though I’m certain he is much more responsible
these days. Anyway, I thought ye might like to make their
acquaintances.”

“Does either of them have
only one eye?” Miss Throssell asked.

And that would be one of the odder things the
girl had said. Ellie frowned, not certain what to say other than,
“Only one eye?” she asked.

Miss Throssell nodded quite adamantly. “It is
most important.”

It was most important to
find out if the pair of guards had only one eye? What sort of thing
was that to say? “Honestly,” Ellie began, “I only gave Lord
Healyfied the briefest glance, I was so surprised to see Captain
Reid, an old friend of my family, it was difficult to notice much
else.” She shrugged. “I suppose his lordship could have a glass eye or something,
but he certainly wasn’t wearing an eye patch, if that’s what ye
mean. They’re right over there.” She nodded towards the far wall
where Griff and Lord Healeyfield still stood.

Miss Throssell glanced in the direction Ellie
had indicated, but it didn’t appear as though she planned to utter
another word as her lips were clamped quite closed.

“Would ye like to meet
them?” Ellie prodded.

Miss Throssell quickly shook her head. “I
don’t think I would, Lady Elspeth.”

Then that was that. Whatever plot or scheme
Griff and Lord Healeyfield had in store for Miss Throssell, she
didn’t want any part of it, and Ellie would make certain the girl’s
wishes were heeded. “In that case, ye’d better stay with me, Miss
Throssell. I’m certain I can keep them at bay.”

And as though she was being
rewarded for a good deed, the Earl of Peasemore stepped into
Ellie’s line of sight! He was
here! She couldn’t help but smile and sigh a
little wistfully at the sight of him.

Lord Peasemore brushed his dark blonde hair
from his brow, then his gaze met Ellie’s. With a small smile of
recognition, he strode straight for her as though she was exactly
what he’d been searching for, which was rather complimentary.

He stopped before her and bowed. As he rose
back to his full height, his hazel eyes twinkled and he lifted
Ellie’s hand to his lips. “My lady,” he said softly.

Ellie thought her heart might beat right out
of her chest. How wonderful this night was turning out to be! In no
time, she could bring him up to scratch and she could live the rest
of her life as his countess. “My lord, what a pleasant surprise.”
Then, realizing her other arm was still linked with Miss
Throssell’s, Ellie gestured towards the girl at her side. “Ye know
Miss Throssell?”

“Yes, of course.” His eyes
flashed to the awkward brunette before quickly returning back to
Ellie. “I was hoping I could tempt you to stand up with me for the
first waltz tonight.”

A waltz! Could this night get any better? “I
would enjoy that, my lord,” Ellie replied evenly, hoping she wasn’t
too obvious in her delight. Being obvious wouldn’t help her suit.
One needed to be poised and if possible, aloof in such matters.
After all, men would rather be the chasers than the chasees. One
only had to look as far as Ian for proof of that.

“Until then.” Lord Peasemore
nodded and then continued past them.

As soon as he was out of earshot, Miss
Throssell said, “I’m certain every girl in Town will be jealous of
you tonight.”

Ellie couldn’t help but grin. “He does seem
very taken with me, doesn’t he?” If Miss Throssell had noticed Lord
Peasemore’s interest, it must be obvious indeed. She could be the
Countess of Peasemore within the fortnight if she played her hand
perfectly.

“Do be careful, Lady
Elspeth,” Miss Throssell warned.

Careful? When she was about to get everything
she ever wanted? Ellie giggled. “Careful is for those who don’t go
after what they truly want, Miss Throssell.”

“And what is it ye want,
Ellie?” came Griffin Reid’s voice from right behind
them.

Ellie’s heart leapt to her throat. She gasped
and turned on her heel, dragging Miss Throssell right along with
her. Both Griffin and Lord Healeyfield stood just a few feet away.
“Ye should know better than to eavesdrop and sneak up on people,
Griff,” she admonished.

But Griff was unaffected by her tone. He
shrugged unrepentantly and said, “Answer the question. What is it
ye want, Ellie?”

She heaved a beleaguered sigh. To have to
deal with not one but two stubborn Highlanders in one day was quite
taxing, honestly. “What I want is none of yer concern, Griffin
Reid.”

He lifted an arrogant brow, then turned his
pointed attention to Miss Throssell. “Ellie must have forgotten her
manners in the presence of the captivating Peasemore.” He touched a
hand to his heart. “I’m Captain Reid and this is Lord
Healeyfield.”

“Wilhelmina Throssell,” the
girl said softly. Then she brushed a hand across her
cheek.

“Miss Throssell.” Lord
Healeyfield nodded in her direction. “A pleasure to meet you.
Captain Reid and I served under your father. He is a great
man.”

Miss Throssell nodded in return. “He is in
the card room, if you would like to see him, Lord Healeyfield.”

“I—um—” he stammered “—Well,
I’ll search him out later, Miss Throssell. In the meantime, could I
persuade you to take a turn about the room with me?”

“You don’t have a glass eye,
do you, my lord?” she asked softly, her voice almost mystical in
tone as she blinked up at him.

That glass eye business
again? The girl was odd, but Ellie had warned the man of that very thing in the
park today. He couldn’t say he hadn’t been quite fairly
forewarned.

Lord Healeyfield touched a hand to his
cheekbone as though wondering if his eye appeared to be made of
glass. “Um…no.”

She seemed to visibly relax at hearing that.
“A turn about the room?”

“I would be honored, Miss
Throssell,” the viscount replied.

The girl looked back at Ellie and said, “Is
that all right with you?”

“As long as it’s all right
with ye,” Ellie returned. After all, it was Miss Throssell who
hadn’t wanted to meet either officer just a few moments
ago.

When Miss Throssell nodded slightly, Ellie
unlinked her arm with the girl and took a step away from her. “We
can continue our conversation later, then.”

Lord Healeyfield didn’t seem able to take his
eyes from the odd girl. Hopefully, that boded well for Miss
Throssell. No matter how unusual she was, Ellie wouldn’t want to
see her hurt.

“Do enjoy yourself, Reid,”
his lordship said as he offered his arm to the strange brunette and
then quickly whisked her away from Ellie and Griff.

Griff’s arrogant brow lifted once more. “What
was that about? Were ye trying to thwart Healeyfield’s plans for
Miss Throssell?”

Irritating man. “Thwart his plans?” Ellie
lifted her own brow in return. “How could I do that? Ye haven’t
told me what his plans are.”

Griff seemed to think about that for a moment
and then he said, “She’s his fiancée. She just doesn’t know it
yet.”

Ellie gasped. “I beg yer pardon.” She
couldn’t have heard him correctly. How could Miss Throssell be
betrothed but not know it?

Griff’s silvery eyes seemed to assess her
more carefully than he’d done thus far. “I’m fairly certain ye
heard me, Ellie.”

“I’m hoping I
misheard ye. How could
she not know she’s betrothed to the man?”

Griff shrugged a bit. “The Colonel had been
injured, severely at Quatre Bras. He didn’t think he was long for
the world and wanted to secure his daughter’s future. Healeyfield,
or rather Lieutenant-Colonel Carrick at the time, had been the
means to that end.”

“But Colonel Throssell is
alive and well,” Ellie replied. “Shouldn’t the man’s returned
health mean something? Shouldn’t his daughter have a say in her own
future?”

Griff shook his head. “Many marriages have
been contracted for less. A change in one parameter shouldn’t null
the agreement.”

Arranged marriages. What an antiquated and
barbaric system run by antiquated and barbaric men. Ellie glanced
to where Lord Healeyfield and Miss Throssell were walking about the
room together. They looked nice arm-in-arm, but she couldn’t think
of two more mismatched souls, not that she knew his lordship all
that well. But she knew Miss Throssel, and…Well, it would take an
unusual man to be her match, most likely a man with a mind equally
odd. Lord Healeyfield didn’t strike Ellie as odd in any way, shape
or form. In fact, he seemed the epitome of normal. “Do ye know how
furious I would be if Ian did the same to me? If some fellow I’d
never met showed up at a ball and told me he was my betrothed?”

A serious look settled on Griff’s face. In
fact, he looked more serious than she’d seen him all day. “How
furious would ye be?”

Kicking and screaming would be just the
beginning. She’d refuse to honor the betrothal no matter what her
brother said. She’d blister Ian’s ears until they bled. She’d bash
him over the head with her violin until he listened to reason. Not
that her unladylike reaction to the hypothetical situation would be
any of Griff’s concern. “It’s of little consequence what I would
do, Griffin. Ian would never do such a ridiculous thing, so I
shan’t ever have to worry about such an occurrence actually
happening.”
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Griff was certain his heart had stopped. He
hadn’t actually given much thought to what Ellie’s reaction would
be when she learned the truth of their betrothal. Foolishly, he’d
thought she would accept the situation as it was. He should have
known better. Ellie had always been just as stubborn as any
MacLaren before her. But then a bit hope sparked in his chest.
She’d said if a fellow she’d never met was her betrothed… “What if
the man was someone ye knew, Ellie? Someone ye even liked,
perhaps?”

Her blue eyes sparkled with something akin to
indignation. “If it was some I knew, someone I liked, that would be
worse, Griffin!”

“How could it be worse?” He
frowned at her. She didn’t make one bit of sense. Shouldn’t she be
happy that she liked the fellow she was to marry? How could it be
worse than finding out she was to marry a stranger her family
picked for her?

“If it was someone I knew,
someone I liked, then the man should have enough courage to ask me
himself,” Ellie replied, with more than a little heat to her voice.
“Arranging a marriage behind my back, not including me in a
decision that affects my own future.” She shook her head in
frustration and her blonde curls bobbed about her shoulders. “I
don’t think I could forgive that, Griffin. I think it would be near
impossible.”

A bit of dread settled in Griff’s belly at
her words. A smart man would consider Ian’s offer of money as
payment for a broken marriage contract. A smart man would wash his
hands of the MacLarens and start over somewhere else. And though
Griff had always considered himself to be a smart man, he’d spent
the last decade knowing that it was on his shoulders to right the
wrong that had been done to the Reid family. It was up to him alone
to restore his family’s land, his family’s legacy. And Ellie…She
truly was enchanting. That wasn’t something he’d counted on,
falling a bit under her spell. But he couldn’t stop thinking about
her. He couldn’t help gazing upon her. He couldn’t keep from
wanting to make her his.

But listening to her words struck a bit of
fear in his heart. What if she never forgave him? How could he live
with himself then? How could he live with her?

The first chords for a waltz began and Griff
smiled what he hoped was his most charming smile. “Dance with me,
Ellie?” If he could hold her in his arms, perhaps he could come up
with something to say, something that could win her over.

Before she could respond, however, that
damned Peasemore was before them. He reached his hand out to Ellie
and said, “My dance, I believe.”

Without so much as a glance back at Griff,
Ellie took the Englishman’s hand and together they made their way
to the middle of the dance floor.

Watching her twirl about the floor in
Peasemore’s arms was like a slug to his chest. He truly hadn’t
expected that witnessing something like that would twist his heart,
but it did. How was he to compete with a fellow she was so very
clearly in love with?

“Ah, Captain Reid!” came
Lord Astwick’s booming voice over the din. “I was hoping you’d be
here tonight.”

Griff pulled his attention from Ellie and
Peasemore to find the large English marquess escorting a tall,
pretty blonde woman in his direction. “Astwick. How nice to see ye
again.”

The Englishman smiled broadly and tipped his
head towards the woman on his arm. “I wanted to introduce you to my
wife, Lady Astwick. Hannah, this is the fellow I mentioned earlier
- Captain Reid.”

The marchioness nodded in Griff’s direction.
“It is very nice to make yer acquaintance, Captain. Ye served in
the King’s Dragoon Guards?”

“Aye, ma’am.” Griff replied.
“For the last decade.”

“I followed the drum of the
Scots Greys for a dozen years myself.” Lady Astwick touched a hand
to her heart. “How are ye finding peacetime in England?”

“I’ve only recently come to
London—” he nodded in the general direction of where Nathaniel was
escorting Miss Throssell about the room “—at my friend’s request.
I’ve been in Scotland since the end of the war. And I find I miss
it more each day I’m away.”

A twinkle lit the marchioness’ eye. “I miss
it too, Captain. My sons are quite anxious to see Scotland with
their own eyes instead of just hearing my tales of home.”

“We’ll take them at the end
of the season,” Lord Astwick vowed.

“I’m hoping to return home
soon, myself.” The twirl of Ellie’s icy blue dress caught Griff’s
eye and he couldn’t help but stare at the enchanting lass. Was she
as anxious as he was to see Loch Ericht again? Was she was anxious
as Lady Astwick or her sons to return to their homeland? Was
she—

Ellie laughed at something that blackguard
Peasemore said and Griff nearly ground his teeth together in
frustration. The damned Englishman. He’d love to pound his fist
right through the man’s skull.

“Lady Elspeth is quite
beautiful,” Lady Astwick remarked, interrupting Griff’s murderous
thoughts.

He pulled his attention back to the Astwicks
and frowned, embarrassed to have been caught staring at Ellie. “I
apologize. Just a bit distracted this evening.”

The warm smile the marchioness wore put him a
bit at ease. “There’s no reason to apologize, Captain. She’s a
lovely lass and I don’t blame ye a bit. If ye need any advice where
the lady is concerned, her mother is an acquaintance of mine.”

Advice where Ellie was concerned? Griff
nearly snorted. Could Lady Astwick make sense of what Ellie saw in
that damned Peasemore? Could she enlighten him as to why Ellie was
so maddening? That would certainly be good to know. Could she
explain the lass’ ability to jumble Griff’s thoughts until he
wasn’t sure what they were? “I grew up beside the MacLarens, my
lady. I am quite familiar with Lady Ericht myself, but I do thank
ye for the offer.” And for perhaps an idea… The Countess of Ericht
hadn’t been born a MacLaren. The lady had to possess more honest
bones in her body than the whole of the family she married
into.
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“How very nice to see you
twice in one day, my lady.” Lord Peasemore’s hazel eyes bored into
Ellie’s and she thought she might drift right up to the chandeliers
as he led her into a turn. “A fellow could get used to
that.”

And a lady could get used to
the look he was giving her now. Ellie had him exactly where she
wanted him. Now just to draw him a bit closer. “Ye
could pay me a call
tomorrow, my lord. And perhaps the day after that, if ye like
seeing me so often.”

A rakish grin spread across his face. “I
would be spoiled completely rotten, seeing such beauty on so
regular a basis.”

“Ye’ve always struck me as
the sort of gentleman who enjoys the finer things in life. Don’t ye
enjoy being spoiled, my lord?”

“Indeed.” He laughed
slightly. “It is one of my most favorite things.”

Meaning he would come tomorrow, and the day
after that, and the day after that. Ellie could hardly believe her
good fortune. Miss Throssell had been spot on. Tomorrow every girl
in Town would be green with jealousy.

“How might you go about
spoiling me, Lady Elspeth? I would love to know every last
detail.”

How would she spoil
him? Ellie had no idea.
Shouldn’t he just enjoy basking in her company? Shouldn’t he be the
one spoiling her?
Wasn’t that the way it was supposed to work? “Well, ye shall have
to call on me to find that out, Lord Peasemore,” she returned
coyly, hoping to buy herself a bit of time. Perhaps Ian could be
persuaded to tell her how to spoil a man. Then again, perhaps not.
He hadn’t been terribly helpful of late. Perhaps Griff…

“What a little minx you
are.” The earl nodded in appreciation, and Ellie breathed a sigh of
relief.

She smiled in return, hoping she’d done so
somewhat enigmatically. It would be best to keep the earl guessing,
after all. At least until she knew how to best spoil him.

After he led her into the next turn, the
music came to an end, and Lord Peasemore bowed low before her.
“Shall I return you to your brother?”

She had no desire to see Ian, so Ellie shook
her head. “And here I thought ye liked me a little.”

Lord Peasemore laughed heartily. “In that
case, it is a lovely night. Don’t you agree?”

Was it lovely? Ellie hadn’t paid the weather
any attention. All she could say for a certainty was that it wasn’t
raining. “I suppose.”

“Well, I find
I need a breath of fresh
air. Best found out of doors,” he said, his hazel eyes twinkling
just a bit. “Hopefully, I’ll see you soon.”

“I hope so too,” Ellie
replied.

“Well, until then.” He
dipped his head in farewell and then strode directly for the double
doors at the back of the ballroom. A moment later, he was
gone.

Ellie stared at the doors
he’d just disappeared through, her mind awhirl. Had he been asking
her to join him outside? For a tête-à-tête in Lady Ridgemont’s
garden? He’d said it was a lovely night and he hoped he’d see her
soon. Did he truly want her to follow him? Was that what he
meant?

Her pulse pounded in her ears. This was the
moment she’d been waiting for, the moment she’d been hoping for.
She might very well be just a few hours away from a betrothal to a
wealthy and handsome English peer. All she had to do was follow
Lord Peasemore out onto the balustrade. Fate would take care of the
rest.
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Griff could hardly believe
his eyes. Had Ellie truly
just disappeared out through the double doors at
the far end of the ballroom? Had she truly just followed that blackguard
Peasemore out of doors? He glanced towards his right to find Ian
MacLaren some feet away, involved in conversation with some
gentlemen Griff wasn’t familiar with. Whatever else he was doing,
Ian wasn’t keeping an eye on his sister. Her inept brother and
guardian couldn’t be counted on to do a damn thing.

Griff’s heart lodged in his throat. He
couldn’t let Peasemore have Ellie. Not like this, not so damned
easily. He hadn’t even begun to fight for Ellie, and fighting was
something he knew well, fighting was something he was
extraordinarily good at. He doubted the pampered and entitled
Peasemore knew how to fight for blasted thing! The man wouldn’t
know what hit him.

Lady Astwick said something to his left, but
Griff couldn’t be compelled to repeat whatever it was the lady had
said, as her words had fallen completely on deaf ears. “Excuse me,”
he muttered, before turning his back on the Marquess and
Marchioness of Astwick and made a direct path towards the doors
Ellie had disappeared through.

The cool night air hit him as soon as he
stepped out onto the balustrade, but he couldn’t see Ellie in the
darkness as the light from the ballroom behind him obfuscated his
vision. He couldn’t see anyone. Damn it all. She couldn’t have gone
far, but where was she?
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Ellie thought she
heard something around the next hedgerow. A... moan, perhaps. A moan? It
didn’t sound as though someone was in pain, but why else would
someone moan? She hastened her pace a bit, rounded the hedgerow,
and stopped in her tracks!

Good heavens!
Who was Lord Peasemore
kissing? Though devouring
might be a better word than kissing. And had he
bared the woman’s breasts?

Ellie’s mouth dropped open in surprise.
Luckily, no sound escaped her, which was most definitely a
blessing. She wouldn’t want to be discovered like this. Though it
was dark, the moon above provided enough light for her to plainly
see that her hopes for the future had just evaporated into the
night air.

It was as though the whole world suddenly
moved achingly slow. Perhaps that was what happened when one’s
world crashed around about one’s feet.

She could barely breathe,
she could hardly think. But she couldn’t stay there, watching Lord Peasemore
– her Lord
Peasemore – seduce another woman atop the Ridgemonts’ garden
bench.

Her stomach twisted into a knot and she
thought she might be sick. All her plans to become the Countess of
Peasemore had crumbled to ash along one path in the Ridgemonts’
garden. An emptiness settled around her heart, and more than one
tear began to stream down her cheeks.

Silently, at least Ellie
hoped it was silently, she backed around the aforementioned
hedgerow and slammed right into something large, something most
definitely hard. Someone, rather, who let out a whoosh
of air as her elbow met his middle.

Startled, Ellie spun around and blinked up
into Griffin Reid’s furious face.
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“Where the devil is he?”
Griff ground out before realizing tears trickled down Ellie’s
cheeks. Dear God. Had the villain hurt her? Griff would tear the
damned Englishman limb from limb. “What did he do to
ye?”

Ellie’s face paled. She shook her head, but
no sound came out. It was almost as though she was in shock,
something he’d seen more than once over his time spent on one
battlefield or another.

Damn it all. Whatever Peasemore had done…But
when Ellie’s lip trembled, Griff’s only thought was of her, of
consoling her. He tugged her into his arms and held her against
him.

Ellie’s lithe form trembled against Griff,
and he tightened his hold on her. The softness of her curves molded
against his chest and legs, which made it impossible for his body
to remain neutral. As his cock strained towards her, Ellie pushed
slightly back from him.

Her lips quivered and she didn’t seem able to
catch her breath. “Take me away,” she managed to whisper.

Griff grasped her hand in his and tugged her
back towards the shadows of the house. Once they were quite alone,
he drew her to a stop. Ellie looked up at him, and the tear stains
on her cheeks tugged at Griff’s heart.

“What happened?” he
demanded, though he was fairly certain he knew. That blackguard
must have attempted liberties. She was crying. She must have put up
a fight. What had that damned English dog done? Kissed Ellie?
Touched her somehow? Whatever it was—

“I—I—I,” she stuttered, her
lip trembling more than a bit. “I thought he meant to court
me.”

But he’d done what instead? Assaulted her?
Hurt her in some way? Griff would tear the damned earl apart with
his bare hands.

“I don’t even know who she
was. A—an—and he had her dress off and…”

He had whose dress off? Clearly, not Ellie’s,
but…Griff shook his head trying to clear his thoughts. “What
happened, Ellie?”

She took a staggering breath. “I…Well, I
thought Lord Peasemore meant for me to follow him, but…Well,
apparently he was meeting someone else, and…”

And Ellie had seen something she wished she
hadn’t. The tear stains on her cheeks made all the sense in the
world now. Griff couldn’t even feel self-righteous about the
situation, not when she clearly felt so miserable.

He slid his arms back around her waist and
pulled her to him once more. “The man is a fool,” he said softly,
smoothing a hand down her back.

Ellie held him tight and cried against his
chest, her small frame shaking as she sobbed. The poor girl must
have been deeply in love with the damned earl. Griff probably
should have told her about his character before now, warned her
about Peasemore’s attachment to Lady Ridgemont. He could have saved
her quite the shock; he might have kept her heart from breaking if
he’d told her the truth.

Griff tipped Ellie’s chin upwards so she had
to meet his eyes. Damn it all, he’d never seen a prettier sight.
Before he knew what he was doing, he dipped his head down and
pressed his lips to hers.
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Ellie’s heart pounded in her chest and all
thoughts vanished from her mind. Griff’s lips moved over hers, and
delicious tingles raced across her skin. She’d never felt anything
so delightful, so heavenly, so…wanton. And she wanted more.

Though his hand at the small of her back
pressed her flush against him, she wanted to be closer. She wanted
to snuggle against him and never stop.

“Dear God, Ellie.” He nipped
at her lips and when she opened for him, his warm tongue delved
inside her mouth. He tasted of whisky, familiar Scottish air, and
unbridled desire.

Griffin Reid. She was kissing Griffin Reid,
of all people, and it felt the most natural, most honest thing in
all the world.

Ellie clutched at Griff’s jacket and lifted
up on her tiptoes to be closer to him, to breathe him in, kissing
him back as though her very life depended upon it. Being in his
arms was almost surreal, it was almost as though she was dreaming.
But if she was dreaming, she didn’t want to wake up, not ever. If
he’d just keep kissing her like this, touching her like that…

He growled low in his throat and the sound
reverberated through her. Desire she’d never felt before pooled low
in her belly. And all Ellie wanted was more.

After what felt like a lifetime, or perhaps
just a moment or so, Griff lifted his head and stared down at her
with those silvery grey eyes of his, an expression she’d never
before seen on his face. “Ye’d better get back in there before
ye’re missed.”

“But,” Ellie protested,
wishing only that he’d kiss her again, that this moment between
them wouldn’t ever end.

Griff shook his head, most stubbornly, though
he did caress her cheek with a tenderness she hadn’t known he
possessed. “Ye’ve been gone too long, Ellie. Ye wouldn’t want Ian
to go in search of ye.”

Ellie gulped. Who knew what Ian would do if
he found them like this? She nodded quickly, knowing he was right.
And then she bolted towards the stone steps that led back to the
Ridgemonts’ balustrade, wondering what in the world had just
happened and what she’d done.
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Griffin watched Ellie disappear back inside
the ballroom and he shook his head. He hadn’t meant to kiss her, he
just had. And if he hadn’t stopped himself when he had, he’d have
tossed up her skirts and been just as depraved as Peasemore. Ellie
deserved better treatment than that. She was going to be his
wife.

But she had kissed him back, and that kiss
had nearly undone him. Of course, he should have suspected that
passion rested just beneath her skin. No matter that she dressed
like a prim English lady, Ellie was a Scot, born on the shores of
Loch Ericht just as he had been. Their life together would be far
from dull and full of passion. Thank God for that. So much for
Ian’s estimation that Griff wasn’t the sort of man Ellie wanted.
She wanted him. He’d never been more certain of anything his whole
life. Courting her, winning her heart was a foregone conclusion.
All he had to do now was make it official.

Griff glanced back towards
the stone steps that lead to Ridgemont House and grumbled a curse
under his breath. It would take a little while for his damned body
to return to an acceptable enough state for him to re-enter the
ballroom. But when he did, he wouldn’t take no for an answer this
time. Ellie would waltz with him in front of her damned brother and all the rest
of London. By the end of that waltz, there wouldn’t be any doubt in
anyone’s mind that she was his.

He waited in the darkness
until he was decent enough to rejoin London’s finest ladies and
gentlemen. Instantly, he scanned the ballroom but couldn’t spot
Ellie. He glanced to where he’d last seen Ian MacLaren, but his
one-time friend was no longer there either. Perhaps Ellie had gone
to the retiring room to inspect her dress. Perhaps Ian had made his
way to the card room. Perhaps he just couldn’t spot them among the
crush. Griff did notice Nate not far away, a pained expression on his friend’s
face.

So he made his way through the crowd and
clapped a hand to his friend’s back. “Ye look like ye lost yer
dearest friend.”

Nate snorted. “I think I lost my bloody mind.
I agreed to meet Throsssell in the morning to sign the
contract.”

Which didn’t surprise Griff in the least.
Throssell wanted Nate for a son-in-law, and Throssell always got
his way. “Should I congratulate ye or give ye my condolences?”

“I probably should accept
both. The girl is strange, Griff. The strangest girl I’ve ever
met.”

Which only made Griff feel better about his
own circumstances with Ellie. She was stubborn with an independent
streak, but Ellie wasn’t strange. She was engaging and lively and
magnificent. There wasn’t a more beautiful, more spirited girl in
all of Britain. And she was his. He smiled at the thought,
something he wouldn’t have imagined possible as he was trekking
across the continent, “Did ye by chance see where Lady Elspeth
disappeared to?” he asked.

Nate nodded and gestured to the entranceway.
“She left with her brother not long ago. Did they not say their
farewells?”

No. They hadn’t said anything, and Griff
couldn’t help but feel a bit empty at Ellie’s sudden departure.
Perhaps she thought he’d already left and didn’t care to stay
without him. Perhaps she’d somehow stained her dress in the garden
and had to leave. Or perhaps Ian wanted to keep Ellie from Griff
when it became apparent she wasn’t opposed to his suit. Griff’s
blood began to boil once more, quite certain that Ian MacLaren was
doing his best to thwart him. After all, Ian could keep hold of his
ill-gotten Reid land if he managed to keep Ellie from Griff. How
many times did Griff have to remind himself that trusting a
MacLaren was foolish thing to do?
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Foolscap and quill in hand, Ellie looked at
the list before her. All of the gentlemen’s names ran together,
however. It was hard to focus on just one when she couldn’t escape
the memory of Griffin Reid’s kiss. Even now, her cheeks heated
whenever his face flashed in her mind. She’d never felt so safe, so
desired, so…loved as she had in his arms the night before. Which
was ridiculous. Griff didn’t love her. He didn’t even like her.
He’d even frowned at her when he broke their kiss. Who wanted to be
frowned at the rest of her life? Not Ellie. And, truly, all of that
was for the best.

Falling for Griffin Reid was
the worst possible thing she could do. They might both be Scottish,
but the Highlands were in his blood not hers. She liked England.
She loved London. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life in
a freezing manor beside icy Loch Ericht. Ellie shivered at just the
thought. She wanted soirees, musicales, jaunts to the theatre or
museum. She wanted one of the English lords on the list before her. She just needed
to decide which one would best suit her purposes.

She’d had to quickly craft the list after the
debacle with Lord Peasemore the night before. Ellie wasn’t certain
which fellow would make her the perfect husband, but the Earl of
Peasemore was most definitely not in the running any longer. Any
man who could go from dancing in her arms to stripping another
woman naked in a garden just a few moments later was not the sort
for her. Fidelity was non-negotiable. Papa, rest his soul, had been
faithful to Mama all the years of their marriage, and Ellie
wouldn’t consider a man that couldn’t be just as true to his
marriage vows, even if it wasn’t terribly fashionable these
days.

“So,” Ian began from the
threshold, breaking Ellie’s reverie. “Howard tells me ye sent
Peasemore away this morning.”

She hadn’t sent him away. She’d just refused
to see him was all. There was a difference, not that she wanted to
get into the particulars with her brother. “I don’t feel like
entertaining today.”

“That would be a first.” He
stepped further into the room, frowning just a bit. “Are ye feeling
yerself?”

Ellie didn’t know what she felt, but whatever
it was, it certainly wasn’t herself. “I’m fine. Thank ye for
asking.”

“Hmm.” He dropped onto a
divan not far from her desk. “Then perhaps ye’d like to tell me why
ye dragged me from the Ridgemonts’ last night as though the devil
was chasing after ye?”

Not in a million years. Besides, she wasn’t
running from the devil, she was running from her own foolish
actions. The faster she fled the Ridgemonts’, the faster she could
pretend the entire night had never happened.

Her brother’s brow lifted a bit arrogantly.
“How about where ye disappeared to, then?”

When she’d gone in search of Peasemore, when
Griff had found her. Heaven help her if Ian ever discovered any of
that. She feigned her most innocent smile for her brother and said,
“I have no idea what ye mean.”

“I think ye know very well
what I mean.”

And though she knew
exactly what he meant,
she’d never admit as much to anyone. Ever. So she simply blinked at
him as though English wasn’t her native tongue.

“And ye seemed rather taken
with Griffin Reid last night too.” Ian crossed the floor to stand
right before her. “I admit to being a bit surprised by
that.”

Ellie’s cheeks stung from embarrassment. She
could only pray Ian didn’t notice how red they must be, but from
his close proximity, she didn’t know how he could miss her blush.
“And ye still seem rather put out with him. I’m a bit surprised by
that too,” she said, hoping to distract him from his line of
questioning as she folded the foolscap in her hand. “Don’t ye think
it’s time ye told me what is going on between the two of ye?”

Ian heaved a sigh as he dropped into the
chintz chair across from her. “He hasn’t said anything to ye?”

When he wasn’t kissing her, he said very
little if it wasn’t some sort of admonishment. “He’s said a number
of things. What exactly are ye referring to?” she asked.

“Never mind.” Ian shook his
head as though confident that Ellie knew nothing. Which was exactly
what she did know. Nothing. Drat him.

“Ian!” she complained. “I’ve
never known ye to keep secrets. What is going on between the two of ye?
Has he done something awful?” If Griff had done something horrid, it might
make it easier not to fall for him. And she so didn’t want to fall
for him. Griffin Reid could never give her the life she wanted, and
one needed to remain practical and level-headed when planning one’s
future.

“He’s a damned war hero,
Ellie. Perhaps ye might have heard.”

Well, there was no reason to be cross with
her. She hadn’t done anything except ask a few questions that
anyone else would ask if they were in her position. She rose from
her seat and stuffed her bit of foolscap into her pocket and said,
“When ye can speak to me civilly, Ian, I might feel inclined to
continue this conversation.”

Then she strode from the room and into the
hallway. She ought to go practice her “noise”. That would keep him
away from her the rest of the afternoon. Irritating Scot. In fact,
that was the perfect solution to avoiding her brother.
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“I am sorry, sir.” The
MacLaren’s very English butler eyed Griffin as though he was some
sort of gutter trash who’d stumbled onto the front stoop. “Lady
Elspeth isn’t in this morning.”

The devil if she wasn’t. Griff folded his
arms across his chest and glared at the servant, perfectly willing
to browbeat the man into letting him see Ellie if he had to. Ian
had suggested Griff court Ellie until the end of the season, but
now he was barring Griff entrance to MacLaren House? Griff
shouldn’t have been surprised. This sort of trickery was just like
a MacLaren. That must have been why Ian spirited Ellie from the
Ridgemonts’ last night before Griff could return to the ballroom.
If that duplicitous earl thought he could keep Ellie from him
indefinitely, he was in for quite the surprise.

Griff ought to abscond with Ellie all the way
back home and marry her as soon as they crossed the border. Ian
would never keep her from him then. Of course, he had to be
afforded the chance to see Ellie in order to for them to escape
England together.

But then a thought popped in
his head, the answer to his problem, something Lady Astwick had
said the night before. “And what about Lady Ericht? Is she available this
morning?”

Lady Ericht, after all, hadn’t been born into
the MacLaren family, but the Montgomerys’. She might very well be
the only trustworthy person living under this particular roof.

“Lady Ericht?” the butler
echoed, a frown marring his English face as though the possibility
that Griff might have asked for the countess had never crossed his
mind…or rather his employer’s orders until now.

“Aye. The countess,” Griff
replied as though the man was a dunce. He knew very well who Lady
Ericht was, but Ian must not have barred Griff from visiting his
mother, and the butler wasn’t certain what to do. Thank heavens
Lady Astwick had mentioned the countess the night before. She might
very well be his ticket into MacLaren House.

“Well,” the butler
stuttered, “I—uh—suppose I’ll see if her ladyship is in. If you’ll
just wait out there...” He began to shut the front door in Griff’s
face.

But Griff wasn’t about to be
thwarted by an English butler of all the damned people. So he
pushed the door open wide and stepped inside the foyer, brushing
past the butler in the process. “How about I wait
here instead?”

At once, the servant resembled a fish, his
eyes wide and his mouth opening and closing, though no words
escaped him.

If Griff was a more generous
sort, he’d feel badly for the man; but as the butler was the one
currently keeping him from Ellie, he didn’t have any sympathy for
the fellow. “Go on,” he urged. “Go find out if Lady Ericht is receiving visitors
this morning.”

As soon as the butler darted
up the staircase, faster than Griff would have given the old man
credit for, the sound of a violin hit his ears. František Benda. He knew that piece.
Violin Sonata in A minor. His mother had played it often enough
when he was growing up.

Griff followed the haunting melody down one
corridor and around a corner. He stopped when he found the music
room and smiled at his own good fortune. Elspeth MacLaren, lovely
as ever, stood in the middle of the room, her eyes closed as her
bow worked the strings of her instrument.

He stood there in silence, listening to the
pretty song and picturing Ellie along the shores of Loch Ericht,
playing it for their own children someday. He must have made a
sound of some sort because Ellie’s eyes popped open and she gasped
in surprise.

“Heavens, Griffin!” she
complained. “Ye just took ten years off my life.”

He couldn’t help but smile at her. “Don’t
stop on my account, Ellie. It’s been a million years ago, but I
remember Mother playing the same song when I was a boy.”

Ellie’s expression softened slightly. “Aye,
she’s the one who taught me to play.”

“Someone had to.” Griff
laughed, remembering one of those lessons in particular. Ellie’s
playing sounded like a screeching cat. He’d covered his ears to
block out the sound, as had everyone else in the vicinity; but his
mother had smiled, adjusted the angle of Ellie’s bow and showed her
how to smooth out the strokes. “She loved ye like a
daughter.”

“I still miss her.” Ellie
placed her violin on top of the pianoforte a few feet away before
she turned back to face Griff. “I’m sorry ye weren’t home
when…”

When she’d passed. Griff was sorry too. He’d
have given nearly everything he owned just to see his mother one
last time. But that wasn’t to be. “And I’m sorry about yer father,”
he lied. The old earl was a miserable bastard, but Niall MacLaren
had adored Ellie. She must miss him like Griff missed his own
parents.

“He went peacefully.” She
shrugged. “No sickness, no pain, just died in his sleep with a
smile on his face. There are worse ways to go, I’m
sure.”

And over the last decade, Griff had seen many
of those ways. But he shook those images from his mind. Maudlin
musings was not the way to convince Ellie to run away with him.
“Ian’s barred me from seeing ye. I only barely managed to get past
that English butler of yers.”

At once, Ellie’s gaze
dropped to the floor. “Howard was following my request, not Ian’s,” she admitted,
though her voice was so soft he wasn’t certain he heard her
correctly.

“I beg yer pardon?” He
closed the distance between them, but Ellie turned away from him
and placed her hands on the edge of the sleek pianoforte as though
she needed assistance to remain upright.

“It was just a kiss, Griff.
I don’t want ye to feel like ye have to do something honorable in
regards to me.”

How could she think that? How could she think
it was just a kiss? Griff stepped closer to her until her back was
right before him. He stroked the side of her soft cheek with his
thumb. “It wasn’t just a kiss for me, Ellie. I want ye as much now
as I did last night.”

Her back stiffened and she shook her head.
“Ye don’t even like me, Griffin Reid. Ye’ve made that very plain
and ye always have.”

“Ye do drive me mad,” he
admitted. “But I like ye, Ellie, more than I probably should.” She
would be his downfall, no matter how badly he’d wanted to avoid
that fate. “And it terrifies me.”

A mirthless laugh escaped her. “Such poetic
words of love and devotion. Ye’ll forgive me if I don’t fall into
yer arms and profess my undying love.”

Was that what she wanted? Griff wasn’t
certain how he’d even go about sounding poetic. It just wasn’t in
his nature. “Ellie,” he began, but she turned around and pressed
slightly at his chest until he took a step backwards.

“Don’t make this harder than
it has to be. We’ll never suit. Ye know that as well as I do. So
just forget ye ever kissed me and go about whatever it was ye were
doing before ye kissed me.”

Except that what he’d been doing was trying
to figure out how to court her. Forgetting he kissed her was
counterintuitive, not to mention impossible. He could never forget
that kiss as long as he lived. “I think we suit each other
perfectly.”
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Blast him! Ellie scowled. Why was he being
difficult? “And what are yer plans for the future, Captain Reid? Do
ye plan to retire from the army and settle in Achmore for the rest
of yer days?”

“What is wrong with that?”
he asked, a frown marring his handsome face.

“Nothing is wrong with it.”
She shook her head, wondering how to make him see reason. “But it’s
not what I want. If I never see the shores of Loch Ericht again,
I’ll never miss it. I don’t want a quiet life in The Highlands. I
want culture and excitement, museums and balls. I want all London
has to offer and more.”

“Have ye forgotten that yer
Scottish, Ellie?” One arrogant eyebrow lifted in
disdain.

“No one has a say in where
they’re born. But I do have a say in where I want to spend the rest
of my life.”

“Perhaps ye’ve just been
gone from home for so long, ye’ve forgotten that the land is a part
of ye.”

Now he sounded poetic, but it was no matter. Ellie knew exactly
what she wanted. A life in London and no further north than
Yorkshire, during the summer and autumn months. “And perhaps I
truly found myself when I left Scotland.”

He huffed at that as though she made no sense
at all. But she made all the sense in the world. He was just too
stubborn to see it. “I don’t want to go home, Griff. I want to find
a nice fellow here and live happily ever after.”

“With Lord Peasemore?” he
growled, though he had no reason to do so.

“He’s off the list.” Ellie
shook her head.

“A list?” he chortled. “Ye
have a list, do
ye?”

How could one make a decision without a list?
Ellie reached into her pocket, yanked out her bit of foolscap, and
waved it in the air in front of her. “Of course I have a list. Why
shouldn’t I?”

His eyes widened in surprise when he saw the
list, and he snatched it away from her.

Ellie swatted at his arm. “Give that back to
me. It’s not yers.”

“I think I have a right to
see who has made yer list.” Then he began to read the names aloud,
“Earl of Thurlstone, Marquess of Walsingham, the Duke of Widecomb.”
His brow lifted once more.

Ellie shrugged. “Why shouldn’t I be a
duchess?”

“Oh, here’s one.
Mr. Matthew Greywood.
Just a mere mister?”

“He’s the heir to a very
wealthy viscountcy,” she returned. “And a very nice man as
well.”

“Nice, is he?” Griff
grumbled. “From the look of yer list, I was unaware that
temperament played any sort of role in yer
requirements.”

Irritating Scot. Ellie tipped back her head
as regally as any queen and said, “I am very practical, Griff. I am
spoiled and have a taste for the finer things in life. A wealthy
man can provide those things for me. A poor one would never feel as
though he lived up to my expectations. I wouldn’t want to do that
to some fellow.”

“How magnanimous of ye,” he
replied dryly.

Ellie narrowed her eyes on the handsome
captain. “Ye are always inclined to think the worst of me.”

“On the contrary, my dear, I
think I may be the only man in London who sees the real Lady
Elspeth MacLaren.” A roguish grin tugged at his lips. “Only ye can
decide if that’s better or worse than what others
glimpse.”

Before Ellie could find the words to respond
to him, Mama appeared in the threshold. “Griffin Reid!” she said,
smiling as widely as Ellie had ever seen her. “Cat said ye visited
yesterday. Ye are a sight for sore eyes.”

Griff handed Ellie her list back and then
turned to face the countess. “Lady Ericht, ye’re as beautiful as
the last time I saw ye.”

Mama’s eyes twinkled happily. “But ye’re much
more handsome, my dear boy. Come and have tea with me, if ye
will.”

“Mama!” Ellie complained.
“I’ve been trying to get him to leave.”

Mama glanced into the music room and leveled
her gaze on Ellie. “Perhaps ye could use the time, Elspeth, to work
on yer manners.” Then she lifted her hand out to Griff and said,
“Howard was just setting up my tea in the yellow salon.”
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Just as soon as Griff had settled on a yellow
brocade settee, Lady Ericht handed him a cup of tea. “Just sugar,
no cream.”

The way Griff’s father had always taken his.
And once upon a time, he’d done everything the way his father had
done. That wasn’t how he preferred his tea these days, but it was
very kind that Lady Ericht remembered his one-time preference.
“Thank ye, my lady.”

She settled in beside him and smiled kindly,
the way he remembered her from when he was a child. She was still a
beautiful woman, though there were lines across her brow now and at
the corners of her eyes that weren’t there a decade earlier. “Ye’ve
come for Ellie’s hand,” she said quietly. “Ian told me.”

Then there was no point denying the truth,
and it was a relief to be able to talk to the countess, who had
always seemed quite fair in her dealings. “I find myself in an
unenviable spot, my lady. Ellie should be mine, the Reid land
should be returned to me, I was promised both, but…”

“But?” she prompted, her
blue eyes, so much like Ellie’s, stared into his.

“I don’t think she’ll have
me. She somehow has gotten it into her head that some English
lord—and really, any will do—is her destiny.”

“She has fallen quite in
love with London,” her mother replied. “But that’s neither here nor
there, Griffin. My husband promised you Ellie’s hand and the old
Reid land in the form of her dowry when the two of ye married. Ye
have every right to demand both. Ye certainly upheld yer end of the
deal.”

The fight drained out of Griff. Apparently,
he just needed someone to acknowledge the truth to him, not to
fight him, not to undermine him, not to try and thwart him at every
turn. Just a simple acknowledgement of the situation as he knew it
to be. It was almost as though a weight was lifted off his
shoulders. “I think I may love her,” he said, staring down into his
tea. “I think I might have always loved her.” He’d just never
wanted to admit that to himself. But as he and Lady Ericht were
sharing truths, he might as well admit that bit of truth to both of
them. The countess, after all, was not his enemy.

Lady Ericht squeezed Griff’s elbow. “Ye
should have seen the look in her eyes when she followed ye and Ian
all through the forests and over the rocky shores. Never doubt she
loved ye too. In those days, she thought ye were a prince, ye could
do no wrong where she was concerned.”

“A lot has happened since
those days, my lady.”

“A lot has,” she agreed.
“But I’ve never thought a Reid man would give up so
easily.”

Of all the people in the world, who would
have thought Lady Ericht would be his champion? “I’m not a titled
lord,” he said. “I’ve no money except what I’ve saved from my
officer’s wages, but it wouldn’t come close to the fortunes the
gentlemen she’s got her eye on possess.”

“Then ye’ll just have to
change her mind about what’s important. Remind her there’s more to
life than a plump pocket. She knew that once upon a
time.”

He might as well face the seven labors of
Hercules. He blinked at the countess, hoping she could offer a bit
more insight than that.

“Mother,” Ian said from the
threshold, then his eyes settled on Griff and he furrowed his brow.
“Apologies. I didn’t realize we had company.”

Lady Ericht waved a hand in her son’s
direction and said, “Come in, shut the door, and have a seat,
Ian.”

He heaved a beleaguered sigh, but did as his
mother bade, settling in a chintz chair across from Griff and Lady
Ericht.

“Now,” the countess began,
“once upon a time the two of ye were thick as thieves. Whatever
else has happened and whatever else has transpired between yer two
families seven decades ago or even one, I hate for the two of ye to
lose each other. Ye might as well have been brothers ye were so
close.”

“Mother.” Ian shook his
head.

But she pressed on. “I’m not
done, Ian. Yer father should have told Ellie long ago that she was
betrothed to Griffin. I begged him to do so, but he wouldn’t hear
of it. After he passed, we
should have told her, but we didn’t because it was
easier not to do so.” She shifted in her seat to stare directly at
Griff and said, “We owe ye an apology for that. And I, for one, am
very sorry.”

“As am I,” Ian said
sincerely, making Griff look at his one-time friend. “I
am sorry, Griffin. I
don’t know what else I can say.”

And neither did Griff. So much had happened
since the days he and Ian had been like brothers. Was the lad he’d
trusted with his life still there, somewhere? If it wasn’t for Lady
Ericht’s gentle presence, Griff wouldn’t even be contemplating that
question. At the moment, however, his situation with Ellie took
precedence to everything else. Could Ian be counted upon? “Ye were
right yesterday,” Griff said cautiously. “She won’t have me.
There’s a spark between us, but she won’t have me.”

“She’s a stubborn lass,” Ian
returned with an old, familiar smile. “I did warn ye.”

“And are ye not just as
stubborn?” Lady Ericht asked the two of them.

Ignoring his mother’s question, Ian stared
quite pointedly at Griff. “Yet ye’re still determined to have her
anyway?”

Before Griff could respond, Lady Ericht
replied, “Can ye think of a man more worthy of yer sister than
Griffin Reid?”

Ian shook his head. “That was never in
question, Mother. But I’d lay even odds she’ll drive him mad within
a fortnight.”

Something that might be entirely too
accurate, not that Griff wanted to dwell on such an outcome.
“That’s neither here nor there if she won’t agree to marry me.”

“She doesn’t have much of a
choice if ye force her hand,” Ian said evenly, though his eyes
seemed to gauge Griff’s reaction to the statement.

“And have a wife who’d like
to hide my body at the bottom of Loch Ericht?” He shook his head.
“I’d much rather have a willing bride than a forced one.” And
though he wanted Ellie more than he’d wanted anything, forcing her
into a marriage wasn’t the way he wanted to go about accomplishing
that goal.

“I would think,” Lady Ericht
began, “that a man who served in one of the most elite regiments of
the army would be able to win her over. Ye had to have faced more
formidable foes than Ellie in the last decade.”

Ian snorted and Griff couldn’t help but smile
slightly as he said, “Perhaps, but they were a different variety,
my lady.”

She shrugged as though his point meant very
little. “Then ye change tactics.” She nodded in her son’s
direction. “Ian, he doesn’t know London well. So ye’ll have to help
him.”

Acquiring Ian’s assistance hadn’t been
something Griff would have even contemplated as far back as an hour
earlier. Could his old friend truly be of assistance?

“Aye,” Ian agreed, meeting
Griff’s eyes once more. “I’ll do what I can if he wants my
help.”

Dare he really trust his
fate to a MacLaren? Doing so hadn’t been the right course for
earlier Reids. But Lady Ericht’s words did still rattle around in
Griff’s heart. Ye might as well have been
brothers ye were so close. When – or
if, rather – Ellie
married Griff, Ian would be his brother. If his old friend really
thought to help Griff, the assistance would be most advantageous.
“I’d be in yer debt.”

“We’ll just call it even, my
friend.” A sad expression flashed across Ian’s face. Then he smiled
just a bit. “A word of advice?”

If Griff was to trust his one-time friend, he
supposed it wouldn’t hurt to listen to a word of advice. Besides,
he wasn’t doing so well on his own. He nodded. “Aye, if ye have
some.”

Ian heaved a sigh. “Ellie is rather
spoiled.”

Something Griff was well aware of.

“She’s accustomed to those
English fops paying her court and lavishing her with
attention.”

Griff managed not to grind his teeth together
at the thought of hoards of Englishmen all vying for Ellie’s
attention. How many were there? How many would he have to
defeat?

“So do the opposite,” Ian
advised. “Flirt with her friends, dance with them, take them riding
in the park. But pay Ellie
no attention at all.”

“Ian!” Lady Ericht’s mouth
dropped open.

The earl shrugged. “She’ll turn green with
envy, ye can trust me on that. Ellie’ll go positively mad if
Griff’s not paying her any notice. He’ll capture her attention a
lot faster that way than if he were to pine after her, right along
with the rest of them.” He glanced back at Griff. “She’s great
friends with Sophia Hampton—”

The blonde English girl from the park. She
seemed pleasant enough.

“—And Lady Chloe Springate.”
Ian winced a bit. “Actually, if ye flirted with that girl, ye might do me a service
in the meantime.”

“What sort of service?” Lady
Ericht frowned at her son.

“It’s neither here nor
there.” He shook his head. “Cat seems to think the girl has set her
cap for me and I’d rather she not do so. It doesn’t matter either
way. I have no interest in the girl, but if Griff gave her a bit of
attention, she might decide I’m not the fellow for her and save me
the unhappy chore of breaking her heart at some point.”

“Lady Chloe is a perfectly
sweet girl.” Lady Ericht’s frown darkened. “I don’t like the idea
of ye or Griffin playing with the girl’s affections.”

Ian raked a hand through his hair. “No one is
playing with the girl’s affections, Mother. I’m simply trying to be
of assistance to Griff with Ellie, and Lady Chloe could help in
that regard.”

“Ian!” his mother
grumbled.

The earl sighed as though he was most put
upon. “He doesn’t have to single her out. In fact, he should flirt
and dance with all of Ellie’s friends, not just Lady Chloe.”

That did make a little bit of sense,
actually. Ellie had always wanted whatever wasn’t hers. Griff found
himself nodding. “Just get me introductions to the right girls,
Ian.”

Ian grinned from ear to ear. “Consider it
done, my old friend.”
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Ellie couldn’t quite believe
her eyes as she stepped inside the yellow salon. What was Griffin
Reid doing here today? And was he laughing with Ian as though they were the best of
friends?

“So we went around the back
side of the city,” Griff chuckled. “How they could have missed us
is anyone’s guess. Apparently, the French should have invested in
spectacles for their commanders. Anyway—”

“Umm.” Ellie cleared her
throat, capturing both men’s attention. As they rose to their feet,
she said, “I didn’t realize we had company.”’

Ian, blast his eyes,
smirked. “We don’t, Ellie love. “ He clapped a hand to the captain’s back.
“Griff is here to see me.”

Oh. Well… had they patched up whatever they
were angry about, then? Ellie shook her head, determined not to
wonder about anything in regards to Griff. Doing so was not
conducive to her resolution to put the captain far from her mind.
“Well, I hate to break up yer discussion, Ian, but it’s time for us
to go.”

“We’re ready,” Ian said,
stepping towards the corridor.

“We?” Ellie echoed, her gaze
darting to Griff who looked past her towards her
brother.

“Mmm,” Ian agreed. “I told
Griff he was welcome to join us at the Colsterworths’ this
evening.” Then he nodded towards Griff and said, “Man won a small
fortune at Hazard a sennight ago. He’d better be offering more than
tepid punch tonight.”

Griff met Ellie’s eyes and her mouth nearly
went dry. Heavens, just a glance from him was enough to send her
heart racing. How was she to try and forget his kiss with him in
such close proximity?

“Ye don’t mind if I join ye,
do ye, Lady Elspeth?” His voice rumbled over her and Ellie wasn’t
certain she could breathe.

“Umm. Well, umm,” she
stumbled, trying to clear her mind.

“My sister,” Ian laughed.
“Always so eloquent. Come on, Griff, ye can finish telling me yer
war stories in the carriage.”

“I don’t think we have time
for all my war
stories tonight,” Griff replied, slipping past Ellie and following
her brother from the salon. “But as far as Badajoz…” his voice
drifted off down the corridor.

Ellie could only stand and gape after the
pair. What was that about? Did Griff truly mean to escort them to
the Colsterworths’? She couldn’t sit in a dark carriage with him,
even if Ian was there. What she needed was to keep her distance
from the man.
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Ian’s plan would never work. Ellie sat across
from Griff in the coach the short trip from MacLaren House to
Colsterworth House and never once did she even look in his
direction. Her eyes might as well have been glued to the carriage
window for all that she stared so pointedly out the damned thing.
And just as soon as they stepped into the Colsterworth ballroom,
she darted across a sea of people only to be surrounded by a team
of Englishmen.

“Chin up,” Ian advised.
“Don’t let her catch ye mooning over her.”

“I’m not mooning over her,”
Griff grumbled, even though he had been doing that very
thing.

The Almighty must be having
quite a laugh at Griff’s expense. After all, the one girl Griff had
always been determined would never have any control over him held
his heart in her dainty hands. He wasn’t even sure how it had
happened. Perhaps she’d captured it that night at the Ridgemonts’
ball. Perhaps she’d captured it that day in the park when he’d
first seen her after so many years. Or perhaps she’d always
possessed it and he hadn’t realized until recently. He had thought
about her nearly every day he was away. They hadn’t been generous
thoughts at first. She was his destiny, the key to Reids’
restoration. But she’d always been his, in his heart. Now he had to win
her, somehow.

“That,” Ian said under his
breath, gesturing towards a pretty brunette girl not far away, “is
Lady Chloe Springate.”

That was the girl who’d set her cap for Ian?
She seemed slight as a wren. Timid. She was a pretty girl, but
hardly the sort who could handle a strapping Highlander like Ian.
“That is the girl who has ye frightened?”

Ian snorted. “Hardly frightened. But ye don’t
know what it’s like here, Griff. These English chits will do nearly
anything to trap a man in her net. Plotting and scheming. Ye have
to be on yer toes day in and day out or ye’ll find yerself with the
parson’s noose wrapped tightly around yer throat and ye won’t even
know how it got there.”

Griff glanced back at the slight Lady Chloe.
“And ye think that girl has some nefarious plot to catch ye, do
ye?”

“Looks can be deceiving,”
Ian returned.

“Clearly.” Griff tried not
to smile. But then he caught sight of Miss Hampton and he did
smile, as broadly and cheerfully as he was able. If he was truly
going to put Ian’s plan to test, starting with a girl he was
already familiar with seemed the best course.

Miss Hampton smiled in return and stopped
before Griff and Ian. “Lord Ericht, Captain Reid, a pleasure to see
you this evening.”

“The pleasure is all mine,”
Griff replied smoothly.

“Captain Reid was just
regaling me with his tales of valor, Miss Hampton. Ye are in the
presence of a true hero.”

She batted her eyes in Griff’s direction, and
he felt like a cad all of a sudden.

“But,” Ian continued
conspiratorially, “do ye know where he truly outshines most
men?”

“Where?” Miss Hampton leaned
forwards, all ears, apparently, as was Griff. Who knew what Ian
would say?

“The dance floor,” the earl
replied. “No one can dance a reel quite as well as our Captain
Reid. Ye should make him show ye.”

Griff coughed. “Aye. I’d love to show ye how
well we dance in the Highlands if ye have a space for me on yer
card.”

“Of course, of course.” Miss
Hampton lifted her wrist up so Griff could scribble his name in one
of her open spots. “I look forward to it, Captain.”
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Ellie gaped as Sophie swirled past her on the
dance floor, her hands linked with Griff’s during a spirited reel.
Sophie was dancing with Griff? And he looked so…happy. But…Well,
how could he look so happy dancing with Sophie after the passionate
way he’d kissed Ellie a few nights before? Shouldn’t he...Well…He
hadn’t even looked at Ellie. Was she so easily forgotten?

“I beg your pardon?” A man’s
voice reached Ellie’s ears.

A man, a man. She looked up
to find the rather handsome Marquess of Walsingham frowning down at
her. She had been
talking to Walsingham before she’d spotted Griff, hadn’t she?
Heavens, what had they been discussing? The weather? The
refreshments? The theatre? She had absolutely no idea at the
present. “My lord?”

“I asked if you’d like to go
for a ride in the park tomorrow.”

Had he? Ellie couldn’t recall. “Tomorrow?”
she echoed.

“But if you have other
plans…” he began, backing slightly away.

Blast it all! The last thing she wanted to do
was rebuff the nice marquess. “Tomorrow would be lovely,” she
insisted and was happy when a quick smile replaced his frown. He
was a lovely man, and certainly deserved her attention, or more of
it than she’d given him thus far.

Ellie tried the remainder of the evening to
focus on the matters at hand. Or rather, on her suitors that were
at hand. She laughed at Mr. Greywood’s jokes, danced with Lord
Walsingham twice, and took a turn about the room with Duke of
Widecomb. It should have been a marvelous evening, but…Well, Griff
hadn’t looked at her even once.

He’d danced nearly every
dance. He’d flirted with countless girls and seemed quite jovial,
which was more than maddening. How could he be jovial when she could barely
think straight? Shouldn’t his stomach be tied up in as many knots
as hers was? Hardly seemed fair that he got over her quite so
quickly. It had only been a few days before that he’d professed his
feelings for her, hadn’t it? It wasn’t
just a kiss for me, Ellie. I want ye as much now as I did last
night. Ha! Hardly! Who would have thought
Captain Griffin Reid was so fickle a man?

She thought she might remove her brother’s
head right from his shoulders when he informed her that Griff would
be joining them in their box at Drury Lane the next evening. Curse
Ian straight to the devil! Didn’t he know that being in Griff’s
presence was more than painful? No…She heaved a sigh as she sank
into her bed that night. Ian didn’t realize such a thing. And she
couldn’t tell him. She couldn’t reveal the truth of that kiss to
Ian, not if she wanted to keep her own head. So she’d just have to
put up with Griff for however long Ian wanted to keep the captain
around.
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Ellie thought she might murder her brother
and perhaps her mother and sister for good measure too. Whatever
rift had been between Ian and Griffin, it had evaporated as though
it had never existed, and the devastatingly handsome Captain Reid
was nearly always underfoot these days. If he wasn’t sitting in the
MacLaren box at the theatre or enjoying dinner at MacLaren House,
then he was playing loo with Cat or sharing Ian’s whisky in his
study or being doted on by Ellie’s mother. It was maddening. How
was she to focus on her future when Griffin was always there, when
the memory of his kiss lingered forever in her mind?

Griff always attended the same balls and
soirees as she and Ian did, though he never again asked her to
dance. He seemed to make a point in meeting each man on her list
and then spent the entire ride home mocking the gentlemen, much to
Ian’s delight. Traitorous brother. Disloyal oaf. Perfidious
boor.

Griff was slowly driving her
mad, dancing with other girls, flirting with more than his share,
and ignoring her almost completely. So much for his heartfelt
profession “It wasn’t just a kiss for me,
Ellie. I want ye as much now as I did last
night.”

Ha! He didn’t want her at all, at least not
anymore. And while that should have been a blessing, while she
should have focused on securing one of the perfectly fine gentlemen
on her list as her future husband, she found she just didn’t have
the heart for such things at present.

“Ellie!” Cat said as she
burst into Ellie’s bedroom without even knocking first. “Lord
Walsingham and Lord Ambelcotte are here.”

At the same time? She probably shouldn’t have
put both half-brothers on her list. But both were handsome
gentlemen and both had nice-sized fortunes. Truly, she’d be happy
with either of them. How was she to decide which one to keep and
which to dismiss? “What do they want?”

“Presently,” Cat began, her
blue eyes large, “they’re arm wrestling with Griff in the yellow
salon. But I don’t think that’s why they—”

“Arm wrestling with Griff!”
Ellie wailed, bolting off the edge of her bed.

That obnoxious Scot! What did he think he was
doing? It wasn’t enough to mock her suitors, now he was engaging
them in physical altercations! Ellie threw open her door and flew
down the steps. She slid to a halt at the landing to put her hair
to rights, and then she stomped towards the yellow salon.

Even if Cat hadn’t told her where to find the
trio of men, she’d have known they were in the yellow salon from
the loud chorus of voices. Arm wrestling! Of all the ridiculous
things! She tossed open the door to find the Marquess of Walsingham
and his half-brother the Earl of Ambelcotte knelt over Mama’s
cherry wood table, engaged in the most serious bout of arm
wrestling Ellie had ever seen, not that she’d seen that many bouts.
But still!

Lord Walsingham’s right eye
twitched and a low growl escaped Lord Ambelcotte as they struggled
for dominance. Ellie sucked in a breath, then snapped, “Captain
Reid, what are ye
doing?”

Walsingham leapt to his feet. “Lady Elspeth,”
he said, sounding apologetic, as well he should.

“Ha! I won!” Ambelcotte rose
to his feet as well. Then he turned a sheepish expression on Ellie.
“I mean, good afternoon, Lady Elspeth.”

But she didn’t care about either of them, not
when Griff stood just a few feet away chuckling to himself. When
she got her hands on him… “Captain Reid, I would like a word with
ye.”

“With me?” He touched a hand
to his chest and feigned innocence. As though he’d ever been
innocent a day in his life!

“I know very well ye were
the instigator.”

“Just helping to solve a
dispute amongst the two gentlemen.”

“How altruistic ye are.” She
narrowed her eyes on him. “I’d like that word now, Captain.” Then
she turned on her heel, stomped back into the corridor, and waited
for him.

A moment later, Griff emerged from the yellow
salon and he smiled that heart-stopping smile of his. “Ye wanted to
see me, Ellie?”

“What do ye think ye’re
doing?”

His toothy grin only widened. “As I said, I
was helping the gentlemen solve a dispute. Much more civilized than
dueling, don’t ye think? I’m certain their mother would be
appreciative.”

That wasn’t what he was
doing at all. He was trying to make them appear as foolish as he
thought they were. He wanted to mock them, to mock Ellie, and she
had put up with quite enough. It was one thing to decide he didn’t
want her, but another to ridicule the suitors she
did have, not that she
wanted Griff. That wasn’t it at all! It was the principle of the
matter.

She closed the small distance between them
and poked him in the chest. “Ye’re a nuisance, Griffin Reid. Ye’re
here all hours of the day and night just to drive me mad.”

“I’m not here to see ye at
all, Ellie.”

“Nay, ye never are,” she
grumbled, which was probably a mistake to admit as a bit of hope
flared in his eyes at her words.

Griff tilted his head to one
side as though to better see her. “Do ye want me to come here just
for ye,
Ellie?”

She didn’t want that at all. Having him near
only confused her, complicated her life in a way she didn’t need.
“That isn’t what I meant, and ye know it.”

“Are ye sure?” A rakish
twinkle lit his eyes, sending spirals of something racing to her
core. Blast him!

Stubbornly, she lifted her chin slightly in
the air. “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. Just
go away, Griffin!” she pleaded. “Leave me be. I’ve had all of ye I
can bear for a lifetime.”

Griff’s smile turned sad and behind her,
someone cleared their throat. Perfect! Which family member would
come to his defense now? Ellie spun on her heels, prepared to do
battle with whichever MacLaren was eavesdropping on her
conversation, but found instead, their butler, his eyes wide,
looking most apologetic.

“Pardon me, my lady.” Howard
dipped his head towards her then he glanced at Griff. “His lordship
said to tell you he’s ready for you in his study,
Captain.”

Griff nodded towards the servant and said,
“Thank ye.” He glanced back at Ellie, the rakish twinkle in his
eyes long gone. “Goodbye, then, Lady Elspeth,” he said as strode
past her towards Ian’s study.

And at once, in the pit of Ellie’s stomach,
she felt like she’d lost something quite important. But that was
foolish. She hadn’t lost anything. And certainly not Griff. Once he
finished conversing with Ian or whatever it was they did in her
brother’s study, he’d be back to harass her, make fools of her
suitors, and drive her to the brink of madness all over again.
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Griff heaved a sigh as he entered Ian’s
study.

“Ah, there ye are.” Ian
glanced up from his desk. “Ellie isn’t attending anything this
evening, so I thought we could make a night of it at a Hazard
table. What do ye think?”

That this whole thing is
pointless. Griff pinched the bridge of his
nose to stave off a headache that would most likely find him
anyway. “I almost had her,” he said, hearing the sound of defeat in
his own voice.

“Ellie?” Ian rose from his
desk, a surprised smile alighting his face. “What
happened?”

“It doesn’t matter
now.”

“Ack!” Ian waved a
dismissive hand in the air. “Don’t sound so disheartened. If
ye almost had her
just now, it won’t take much more to have her completely the next
time. Ye just have to keep up with the plan.”

The plan, to be ever present, to make Ellie realize there was
something between them, to hopefully give her the opportunity to
fall as much in love with Griff as he was with her. But
the plan was a waste of
time. All the plan had accomplished was in making Griff fall even more in love
with Ellie. Being near her, smelling her gardenia scent all the
time, made him want her even more. It was all he could do to keep
from kissing her nearly every day, but she’d never wavered, never
gave him even a sliver of hope that the
plan was working until a few minutes ago
when it seemed like she wanted him to be at MacLaren House for her
alone, not for her family. But then she’d doused that hope with her
next set of words.

I’ve had all of ye I can
bear for a lifetime.

He would never change her mind, and being so
damn near her would only drive him slowly mad. Griff shook his
head. “Nay. She doesn’t care for me, Ian. It’s time I accepted
that, time I moved on.” It would have been different, of course, if
Ellie had known she was his intended, if she’d known it all her
life. But that was neither here nor there anymore. She hadn’t known
the truth then and it was too late now.

Ian’s brow furrowed. “Moved on?”

Griff nodded slowly. The
question was where he should go to
move on. He couldn’t go home. There were memories
of her everywhere at Achmore. Of mother teaching Ellie the violin
in the parlor. Of the forest where she would chase after Ian and
him in their younger days. Of Loch Ericht itself, the exact shade
of blue of Ellie’s eyes. “I’ll talk to Colonel Throssell,” he
finally said. “Look into changing regiments, maybe to one in India.
Or…” he searched his mind for an answer, then hit on something that
might suit him. “Actually, Healeyfield could use a steward with
that abbey of his. I’m sure he’d take me on.”

“A steward?” Ian echoed
incredulously. “Ye can’t be serious. Ye don’t know the first thing
about being a steward.”

That was true, but… “I didn’t know the first
thing about being a soldier until I joined the Dragoon Guards
either. I’ve always been a fast study.”

“Griffin.” Ian raked a hand
though his hair. “Ye can’t give up on Ellie now. Ye said yerself
that ye were close to having her.”

But in the end, he’d failed. His dreams of
reclaiming his family’s lost land, his dreams of Achmore being his
in reality, his dreams of Ellie by his side for the rest of his
days, they were all for naught. Still, he would have to go home at
least one more time. “Just let me clear out mother’s things from
Achmore, and then ye won’t hear from me again.”

A snort escaped the earl. “Ye’re the best
friend I ever had, Griffin Reid. Just because Ellie’s a fool,
doesn’t mean I want to lose my friend again.”

And Griff would miss Ian, the Ian he knew
now, the Ian he’d known as a boy. But maintaining a relationship
with Ellie’s family would only lead to heartache for him. He didn’t
want to set himself up to hear about her future husband or the
children she’d have with some other man. He couldn’t bear it.
“We’ll always be friends, Ian. But I need to start my life,
whatever is left of it, somewhere else.”

“But the land,” Ian
pressed.

“Means nothing without her,”
Griff replied. And it didn’t. That land had always been tied to
her, to their marriage. He couldn’t imagine spending his life
without her there.

“Then at least let me pay ye
the land’s value. Ye put in yer time, ye upheld yer part of the
bargain. Ye’re entitled to the funds as recompense for the broken
marriage contract.”

But the idea of accepting a purse of coins
instead of Ellie’s hand made Griff’s stomach turn. He wouldn’t be
able to stand the idea that he’d sold his rights to her for a sum,
no matter how large. He couldn’t live with himself if he did that.
“Just let me retrieve my mother’s things.”

Ian shook his head in frustration. “Of course
ye can take your mother’s things, Griffin. I’m not keeping them
hostage. But ye’re being bull-headed about the entire thing.”

“I am a Reid.”

Ian scoffed. “The most bull-headed Reid of
the bunch.”

“Flatterer.”

At that, a ghost of a smile tipped Ian’s
lips. “Is there anything I can say that would change yer mind?”

Griff shook his head. “But don’t tell her,
Ian. Don’t tell her any of this. I’d rather she never know.”

Uncertainty flashed in his friend’s eyes; but
then Ian agreed with the incline of his head. “If that’s what ye
want.”

He wanted Ellie. He feared he’d always
want Ellie. But if that wasn’t to be, he didn’t want her to know
that she’d been his betrothed, that she should have been his wife.
If she didn’t want the role on her own, then there was no point in
her ever knowing the truth.
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Heavens, the house seemed
empty! It wasn’t empty, of course. Cat’s giggle filled the air at
all hours, Mama had visitors come and go, and Ian was ever present.
But Griff was
nowhere to be found. Had he and Ian had another falling out? Her
brother didn’t quite seem himself these days, more snappish than
usual and a bit on edge. Almost as though he felt guilty about
something. Had he done something awful in regards to the captain?
If so, whatever could it be?

Ellie hadn’t thought she could possibly miss
Griffin Reid, but she did. No matter that he was wholly
unacceptable as far as suitors went, she missed his presence, she
missed his teasing, she missed that rakish twinkle in his eyes. Of
course, she saw him every blasted night in her dreams, his arms
around her waist, his lips on hers, reliving that kiss over and
over. It was maddening. And she missed him terribly. More than she
could have ever imagined.

At least she had her violin to help drown out
his memory during daylight hours. The music she played swirled
around her, helping to block out nearly everything except for the
tune from her bow.

Even with her eyes closed, she sensed someone
in the doorway. Ellie opened her eyes and turned around to find her
sister standing just inside the music room, a solemn look upon her
face, which for Cat was most unusual.

“Ye all right?” Ellie asked,
lowering her violin.

Cat nodded quickly. “Aye. Just wondering if
ye’ve seen Griff.”

So Cat noticed he was absent too. Ellie shook
her head. “Not for days.”

“Me neither.” Cat frowned
slightly. “But he’d promised we’d play loo on Tuesdays. It’s
Tuesday, but I haven’t heard a thing.”

A bit of dread settled in Ellie’s heart. Had
he stopped coming to MacLaren House because of what she’d said that
day? He couldn’t have, could he? “Have ye asked Ian?”

Again Cat nodded. “He barked at me. Told me
it was none of my concern.”

Then Griff
must have had another
falling out with Ian, Ellie was right. She took a slightly relieved
breath. At least Griff wasn’t angry with her. But what had happened between
him and her brother? “I’ll find out, Cat.” After all, if anyone
could finagle an answer out of Ian, it was Ellie. She’d had a
lifetime of practice.

She placed her violin on the pianoforte and
then started for Ian’s study. He might put Cat off, but not her.
She knocked on his door as she pushed it open.

Ian glanced up from his desk and said, “Well,
I suppose ye can come in, since ye already have.”

He was in a temper. He had been for days,
actually. Whatever had transpired between Ian and Griff must still
be eating at him. Ellie smiled her widest and strode further into
the study. “Good afternoon to ye, too, Ian.”

He dropped the quill he held to his desk and
said, “What do ye want?”

“Well,” she said softly,
dropping into a chair across from his desk, “Cat’s concerned about
Griffin. I’m assuming the two of ye have had another falling out.
But if he had plans with Cat, he really shouldn’t—”

“Griff is gone, Ellie. So
Cat can clear her calendar. Is that all?”

“Gone?” she echoed, noticing
a slight hitch to her voice.

“Aye.” He glanced back to
the papers before him. “Now I am busy, if ye don’t
mind.”

He didn’t really think to dismiss her so
easily, did he? He had known her all her life, after all. “What did
ye do to him to make him leave?”

He returned his attention to
her, a dangerous look in his eyes. “I did nothing, Ellie. If ye’re
looking for someone to blame, ye can look in the
mirror.”

“Me?” Her heart clinched.
“B-but, I didn’t say anything all that awful.”

“Awful enough, I’d imagine.”
Ian’s blue eyes seemed to assess her, and then he added, “Am I to
interpret yer squished up face to mean ye actually miss
him?”

She missed him desperately, not that she
wanted to admit as much to her suddenly judgmental brother. “Well,
Cat—”

“Forget Cat,” he grumbled.
“I’m asking about ye, Elspeth. Do ye miss Griffin at
all?”

She shrugged. “I was accustomed to finding
him here everyday.”

“Ye are a stubborn lass.”
Ian frowned. “But I think I owe ye the truth anyway.”

Perfect, as that was precisely what she’d
come for. “What truth?”

“One that goes back seven
decades.”

“Seven decades?” She wanted
the truth about Griffin. She wasn’t looking for a history lesson of some sort. Had
her brother started imbibing in the early afternoon these
days?

“Just listen, will ye?” Ian
heaved a sigh. “When we were just lads, Griff and I thought
ourselves very brave. And one day we ventured into Lara’s
chambers.”

Ellie frowned. She never even stopped in
front of that door. It was always colder than the rest of the
house, which was saying something. Whenever she walked past the
room, a chill raced down her spine. As she’d gotten older, she
could only think that it was the tales she’d heard in her youth
that had sparked such a reaction within her. Tales of a pretty Reid
lady who had thrown herself from her window after her true love
failed to return to her. “The haunted room at Achmore?”

“Do ye believe in ghosts?”
Her brother’s brow lifted a bit.

Ellie scowled at him. “Oh, hush. What did it
look like? The room? I always wondered.”

“Despite the dust that had
settled everywhere, it looked like a room that might belong to any
young lady, though half a century earlier, of course.” He shook his
head as though to get back on target. “Anyway, we thought of
ourselves as adventurers, Ellie. We went through the wardrobe, the
desk, looking for the ghost of Lara Reid.”

Ellie giggled at the picture he painted in
her mind. The two of them must have looked like idiots. “And did ye
find her?”

“We found…something
else.”

Something else
was more than a bit enigmatic. “Well, what was
it?”

“A letter, hidden in a bench
beneath the window. The bench Lara Reid must have leapt to her
death from all those years ago.”

“A letter?” Ellie echoed,
not wanting to think about a young lady throwing herself from a
window, even half a century earlier. “Ye make it sound quite
mysterious, Ian. What was in the letter?”

He snorted. “The end to Griff’s childhood.
The end to mine. A tale that Father hoped would never see the light
of day.”

“Papa?” Ellie frowned. What
did their father have to do with any of this?

“Let me tell ye a little
story, Ellie.”

“Now a little story?” Ellie
narrowed her eyes on her brother. She thought he was going to tell
her the truth about Griff, not some history lesson, not some little
story.

“Mmm. Once upon a time there
was a prince whom many believed was the rightful heir to the
throne. His house, however, had been long exiled.”

“Bonnie Prince Charlie,”
Ellie replied. She did know Scottish history. Though why her
brother thought she needed a refresher made no sense at
all.

“Exactly.” Ian nodded,
oblivious to her irritation. “He raised quite an army of
Highlanders, Catholic and Protestant alike. Including Dougal Reid
and,” he took a staggering breath, “Angus MacLaren.”

“Angus MacLaren?” Ellie echoed, not certain
she heard her brother properly. She’d seen the name before in the
family bible. He’d been her father’s uncle, but there weren’t any
MacLarens in the Jacobite army. Her great-grandfather had been
awarded land, in fact, for his loyalty to the crown during the
uprising. Her brother had to be mistaken.

Ian met her gaze, more serious than she could
remember him. “Dougal and Angus were the best of friends. Angus was
even betrothed to Dougal’s sister - Lara…”

Lara? The very
Lara who haunted the old
set of rooms at Achmore? Had she leapt to her death because of
something that had happened to Angus MacLaren? It was a sobering
thought, and Ellie wondered why she’d never heard the pair’s love
story until now.

“…The three of them were
very close,” Ian continued. “And in a lot of ways, they remind me
of Griff and me and ye.”

Ellie could only blink, while her mind
swirled. Had her great-uncle really been amongst Bonnie Prince
Charlie’s men? He’d been engaged to Lara Reid? Who was she to
Griff? A great-aunt? That must be it.

Ian heaved a sigh. “Neither of our
great-grandfather nor Griffin’s supported the Jacobites. They were
old, set in their ways, happy with their lots in life; but their
eldest sons were another matter, idealistic, the both of them,
hungry for change. And against their fathers’ wishes, both joined
the rebellion.”

Ellie still had a hard time believing that
bit. Angus MacLaren couldn’t have been part of the Jacobite army.
That didn’t make any sense at all. Families who’d been part of the
uprising lost everything they possessed, but the MacLarens had only
gained. How was that possible?

“Dougal, apparently, fell
early at Culloden, but Angus was captured after the battle by the
Duke of Cumberland’s men. And when they demanded his name, he gave
them Dougal’s instead of his own, thus preserving the MacLaren good
name in the eyes of the crown.”

Ellie gasped.
That was
awful!

“A day or so before they
hung him as Dougal for a traitor, Angus smuggled out a letter to
his love Lara and—”

“The letter ye found in the
bench beneath her window?” Ellie said, barely recognizing her own
voice.

Ian nodded. “The Reids lost everything. Their
money, their land, their eldest son, their only daughter.”

“But the MacLarens
prospered,” Ellie breathed out. The flood of unflattering things
Griff had said about her family echoed in her ears, wave after
uncomplimentary wave. No wonder he held such animosity towards the
MacLarens.

Again her brother inclined his head. “Griff
was enraged, as ye might imagine. He was all of sixteen, but filled
with righteous indignation. He showed the letter to Father and
demanded the Reid land be returned to him or he’d reveal the truth
about Angus.”

Ellie gasped. He wouldn’t do such a thing!
The MacLarens would lose everything, she would lose everything
if—

“But Father had a
solution.”

“He did?” Her heart pounded
furiously.

“Ye remember he purchased
Griff’s army commission?”

Ellie nodded. She did remember. Her heart had
broken the day he’d left. As a girl, she’d been so desperately in
love with him, much – she supposed – like she was now.

“Father said Griff should
show his loyalty to the current crown and that when ye”—Ian’s gaze
dropped to his desk as though he couldn’t look at her any longer—
“when ye were of age, he’d have yer hand and the return of the old
Reid land in the form of yer dowry.”

Ellie reeled and her head
spun a bit. Her father couldn’t have promised her hand to Griffin
Reid. He wouldn’t have done such a thing. And if he had, he would
have told her. Someone would have told her.

“I don’t imagine he thought
he could give the land away any other way,” Ian continued. “But as
a dowry…”

Ellie leapt from her chair, which – in
retrospect – wasn’t the best plan as she suddenly felt faint. “That
can’t be true.” And it couldn’t. Someone would have told her long
before now if that was true.

“I assure ye it is. I was
there myself that day, Ellie.”

The air rushed out of her. This was all too
much! “Papa never told me! Ye never told me, Ian!” A memory of
discussing Miss Throssell’s plight with Griff flashed in Ellie’s
mind. She’d told him how furious she’d have been if she found
herself in the same situation. He had looked a bit concerned,
hadn’t he?

“Father forbade me from it.”
Ian shook his head. “And honestly, Ellie, I don’t believe he
thought Griff would make it back alive. He didn’t think there was
any point in telling ye.”

He hadn’t thought Griff would make it back
alive? As though her heart had been pierced by a sword, she dropped
back into the chair. What a horrific suggestion. “Papa would
never…”

“Never what?” Ian’s brow
lifted in question. “Never select the most elite and dangerous
regiment for Griff, a green boy with no experience to serve
amongst? Never keep yer betrothal from ye? Never do everything in
his power to keep a terrible secret that would destroy the earldom
from ever being revealed?”

Dread swamped Ellie. Ian was
right. She could feel it in her bones. Papa would do those things. Papa
had done those things.
She knew it as sure as she knew her own name.

But Griff wasn’t much
better. Threatening to destroy her family. Lying to her ever since
he’d returned home. Toying with her affections. Kissing her. He’d
never wanted her.
“He only wanted my dowry,” she whispered.

“Ye’re a dolt, Ellie.” Ian
scoffed. “Griffin Reid was in love with ye, not yer damned dowry.
Any imbecile with eyes could see that.”

Any imbecile with eyes,
indeed! Griff wasn’t in love with her. He didn’t even like her.
He’d mocked her and her suitors. He’d… Her
suitors! Every conversation she had with
Griff about Lord Peasemore, about her other suitors came back in a
flash. She must have sounded like a blithering idiot. All the while
she’d been promised to him, but he’d never said a word. When she
got her hands on him…“Where is he? Summon him here this
instant.”

“I’m not entirely certain
where he’s gone, Ellie.” Ian shook his head. “When it became clear
ye’d never have him, he left and I don’t blame him with the way ye
treated him.”

He truly was
gone? Her heart twisted
once more in her chest.

“I offered him the land,
which he didn’t take, by the by. So I offered to pay him the value
of it as recompense for the broken marriage contract. He certainly
upheld his end of the bargain he struck with Father. He refused
that too.”

“But he loves that land.” He
was part of that land. Why wouldn’t he take it when it was
offered?

“He said without ye, the
land meant nothing.” Ian shook his head. “Griffin Reid is worth ten
of those English fops you’ve been flitting about with. Are ye
blind, Ellie?”

She didn’t have the time or
the temperament to deal with her brother’s derision. If
Griff really did
love her, she had to find him. For years, she’d imagined spending
the rest of her life in England, making some lord a perfect wife;
but that was before Griffin Reid had stepped back into her life.
Ever since he’d been gone, she’d missed him like nothing else.
She’d had no idea he wouldn’t be back. But now, not knowing where
he was, an emptiness swamped her and she thought she might crumble.
“How are ye not certain where he went, Ian? He had to say something
to ye!”

Her brother shrugged. “He wanted to retrieve
Mrs. Reid’s things from Achmore, but after that? He mentioned
India. He mentioned his friend Healeyfield. I’m not certain what
his plans are.”

“India!” she squealed. She
didn’t know the first thing about India. She’d never find him in
India. And she had to find him. The idea filled her entire being
and she knew she could never stop until she did find
him.

“Another regiment or
something. I’m not certain.”

India. Another regiment. Ellie took a
staggering breath and then something her brother said sparked a bit
of hope in her chest. “Wait! Ye said he wanted to retrieve his
mother’s things from Achmore?”

Ian’s eyes lit with something that made Ellie
suspect he’d been playing her, waiting for her to figure out the
truth for herself. If she had time to curse him, she would. But she
didn’t have time and she needed her brother’s help.

“We have to go home, Ian. We
have to go home right now! Maybe we can catch him.”

“I don’t know, Ellie. He has
several days on us.”

Days. He’d been gone
days? If Ellie hadn’t
been so foolish, if she’d known the truth, if Ian had kept Griff
from leaving in the first place... “Then we don’t have time to
waste, Ian. We have to go. We have to go right now.”

“Why?” Her brother didn’t
move even as much as in inch.

“Because…” Because she’d
been a fool. Because she’d treated him badly. Because she hadn’t
known the truth. Because… “I love him and I have to tell
him.”
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Captain Griffin Reid

Achmore Manor

Griffin,

I am on my way to Loch Ericht as you read
this. You left something important behind in London and I am
returning it to you with great haste. Please do not leave Achmore
until I have seen you.

Your devoted friend,

Ian

 


Griff frowned once more at the letter in his
hand. It had arrived two days after he’d returned home and he
couldn’t imagine what he could have possibly left behind in London
that would require Ian to personally return it to him. Of course,
his mind had been such a jumble that last day. And while he was
glad to rest his aching back from the long and painful mail coach
ride before setting off again, Griff was anxious to get on with the
remainder of his life.

He’d spent so much time in London trying to
win Ellie’s heart, but it had all been for naught. Of course, if
he’d been successful in his suit, his time and effort would have
been well spent. But he hadn’t been successful, and the length of
the ride to Loch Ericht hadn’t dulled the pain in his heart or the
memory in his mind.

Figuring out what to do with the rest of his
life, when his life hadn’t gone as planned thus far was quite the
daunting task. His great-aunt Lara must have felt similarly. Her
brother had perished in battle. The love of her life had been
captured, sentenced to hang for treason. And he’d ensured the loss
of everything belonging to her family in the process – their land,
money and good names. He couldn’t imagine the loss and despair she
must have suffered. It was no wonder she’d thrown herself from that
window.

Griff found himself standing outside Lara’s
chambers. Echoes of his and Ian’s laughter when they were boys
sounded in his ears. They’d dared each other to enter the haunted
room, to search out Lara Reid’s ghost and vanquish it. They’d been
foolish boys who knew nothing of life beyond the shores of Loch
Ericht.

He pushed open the door. Coverings blanketed
everything, the bed, desk, chairs, the wardrobe. Mother must have
seen to the chamber’s preservation at one point. When he and Ian
had strode through that door a decade before, there were no
coverings, just a faded, dusty chamber that looked like it must
have the day Lara leapt to her death. A chamber lost in time,
waiting for its ill-fated mistress to return. It looked more
haunted then than it did now, or perhaps it had just been the
imaginative minds of foolish lads.

He stepped inside, remembering that fateful
day so long ago. They’d hauled open the wardrobe, full of bravado.
They searched beneath the four-poster, rummaged through the desk.
Then they’d opened the bench beneath the window.

Griff crossed the floor, knelt before that
very bench, and removed the covering that protected it from dust
and the sun’s rays. “I am sorry,” he said aloud, retrieving a very
old letter from inside his jacket pocket. He’d been afraid to leave
the letter behind when he left Achmore as a boy, afraid Niall
MacLaren would find and destroy the evidence of his family’s
perfidy, destroy Griffin’s only chance to reclaim his family’s
legacy.

Over the years, he’d read the letter from
start to finish so many times, he could recite passages from
memory. He’d always focused on Angus MacLaren’s confession, letting
the man’s words of betrayal enrage him anew each and every time.
But now… now it was the heartfelt plea that Lara forgive him for
his sins, his professions of undying love and regret that he would
never look upon her again. That pain, that anguish, now tugged at
Griff’s heart.

But the letter wasn’t his. It had never been
his. It belonged to Lara and he shouldn’t have taken it. “I
shouldn’t have kept this,” he said softly, lifting the lid to the
bench. Then he placed the letter inside, just where he’d found it
all those years ago. “I’d hoped to return our family to our
rightful place, but none of that matters now.” He glanced about the
room, Lara’s sadness from seven decades earlier swamping him. “I do
hope ye found peace. And I hope ye found Angus in death.”

Then he closed the bench
lid, rose back to his feet and dusted his hands across his
trousers. As he started for the corridor, a faint sent of wisteria
swirled about him and a bit of wind brushed through his hair,
almost like a caress. He glanced back at the window, finding it
quite closed. Where the devil had wind… And then the answer hit
him, as unlikely as it seemed. Lara. Lara Reid was still there.

He smiled sadly as he scanned the room,
looking for anything else that might explain the bit of wind that
now was gone. But everything was locked up tight. There was no
breeze nor did a hint of wisteria linger in the air. “Don’t worry
about me,” he said to the room at large. “I’ll be just fine, like I
always have been.”

And then he strode from the chambers,
shutting the door behind him once he reached the corridor. His
heart pounded and he glanced back at the now closed door. Was he
losing his mind? The sooner he left Achmore, the better.
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If Ellie never laid eyes on Ian again, it
would be too soon. The weeks it had taken to travel north to Loch
Ericht had been nothing but pure torture. He changed their carriage
horses more often than was needed. He slept late at several inns
along the way. And he seemed wholly unconcerned about whether or
not she made it to Achmore before Griffin disappeared to parts
unknown. One would have thought her brother would be a bit more
loyal than all that, especially considering the fact that he’d kept
a rather large truth from her for a decade.

“I’d like to stop at Castle
Ericht to freshen up before we head over to Achmore,” Ian said,
just as Loch Ericht came into view.

“So ye can freshen up?”
Ellie glared at her brother, in the vain hope that her expression
might slice him in two. “How about ye leave me at Achmore, and then
ye can go home and take yer sweet time freshening up?”

His brow lifted in slight amusement. “A bit
anxious are ye?”

A bit anxious. She’d been more than a bit
anxious since before they left London. What if they didn’t reach
Griff in time? What if he’d already set off for Godforsaken India?
What if another idea had popped into his head on the way to Achmore
and she never found him? “I am being as nice to ye as I can
possibly be, Ian MacLaren. Do not provoke me.”

Ian chuckled. “A little late for that. I’ve
been provoking ye since ye were in leading strings, Ellie.”

She was going to slowly murder him.
Irritating brother! How had she been plagued with him all of her
life? “If ye’d like to continue living, Ian, ye’d better tell me
we’re headed straight for Achmore.”

“If teasing ye wasn’t so
much fun, I wouldn’t do it. “ He laughed again. “Of course we’re
headed straight for Achmore. Do ye think I’d take ye all the way
home to let ye lose Griff now?” Then he leveled her with his dark
blue eyes. “Of course, if ye hadn’t been a fool, ye’d have never
lost him in the first place.”

As though she needed to be reminded of that.
She’d spend the rest of her life making amends for her
foolishness…if she reached Achmore in time. If she didn’t reach
there in time…

“Ah, there it is.” Her
brother gestured as the large Tudor manor came into view. Achmore.
As a girl, she thought it much more to her liking than drafty
Castle Ericht. It was warmer, less imposing.

“What if he’s not here?” she
wondered aloud.

“He’ll be here,” Ian said,
without a bit of concern in his voice. “The better question, Ellie,
is what are ye going to say to him once we get there?”

“That’s none of yer
concern.” As though she’d pour her heart out to Ian. She’d thought
about what to say to Griff the entire length of their journey. But
that was just for his ears, not her brother’s.

“Ye wounded the man’s pride.
Ye better be careful how ye go about this.”

She scowled at Ian. “I think I have it
perfectly under control.”

“Aye.” He glanced out the
window as Achmore grew closer and closer. “But it was yer thinking
that got ye into this mess in the first place.”

“Ian!” she ground out.
Heavens, he could make a saint curse.

“Fine. Fine.” He lifted his
hands in surrender. “I was going to offer advice, but if ye don’t
want it…”

She didn’t want anything except for quiet.
She wanted to hear her own thoughts and nothing else. Ellie leaned
forwards on the bench as the coach rambled up Achmore’s drive. She
was almost there.

Almost.

Please, please, please, let Griffin still be
there.
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Ellie bounded up Achmore’s front steps. She
knocked quickly, but there was no answer.

“Try the handle,” Ian
advised from somewhere behind her.

Ellie turned the handle, but it didn’t open.
“He’s not here,” she said dejectedly. She’d been foolish to think
she could catch him in time. If only she knew where he planned to
go from there. She spun on her heels and swiped at tears as she
faced at her brother. “Why did ye have to take so long getting me
here?” How much time could they have saved if he hadn’t been a
slug-a-bed? How much time could they have saved if he’d driven the
horses longer? How much time could they have saved if they’d
traveled a few miles more each day?

A frown marred Ian’s face. “He’s got to be
here somewhere. I sent a letter.” He brushed past Ellie and tried
the handle himself, as though she didn’t know how to open a door.
Of course, it was just as locked as it had been when Ellie had
tried it.

“What do ye mean a letter?”
she asked, her heart sinking as she took in the desolate scene of a
deserted Achmore.

“I told him I had something
of his and not to leave until I’d returned it to him.”

She was an
it now? A something that
belonged to Griff? She managed to hold back tears from trickling
down her cheeks as she glared at her brother. “Ye are the furthest
thing from charming. Do ye know that?”

Ian shrugged. “I thought it
enigmatic enough to keep his interest. I thought if I told him I
was bringing ye to
Loch Ericht that he’d bolt.”

That was even less
complimentary, even if it was true. Perhaps Griff hadn’t received
the letter. Perhaps he hadn’t cared about whatever Ian meant to
return to him. Perhaps he’d figured out Ellie was the
it and bolted like Ian
feared. Ellie’s heart sank lower, which she hadn’t known was
possible.

After a moment, Ian reached his hand out to
her. “Come on, love. We’ll figure something out. Let’s head over to
Castle Ericht and get a bit of rest first.”

But the last thing Ellie wanted was to get
back inside that dratted coach. Despite the emotional devastation
that swamped her, despite the fact that she wasn’t certain if she
could stand let alone walk all the few miles to her family seat,
she’d be loathe before she got back inside that carriage. “I’d
rather walk, Ian.”

He nodded quickly. “Fresh Scottish air. Good
idea. I’ll come with ye.”

But she didn’t want Ian to come with her. It
was already difficult enough holding back the deluge of tears, and
when they did fall, she didn’t want an audience, not even her
brother. “I’d rather be alone, if ye don’t mind,” she said, hating
that her voice hitched a bit.

Ian stared at her a while, then finally
nodded in acquiescence. “Ye still know the way?”

A mirthless laugh escaped her. “I know every
patch of this land as well as ye do, Ian MacLaren.”

“All right, all right.” He
held up his hands in mock surrender. “I’ll see ye at home,
then.”

Home. She hadn’t thought of Castle Ericht as home for quite a
while. She’d been in London so long and she’d have been quite happy
never to return to the Highlands, but here she was…without Griff.
“See ye at home,” she replied.

As Ian started towards their traveling coach,
the high-pitched call of a sandpiper near the loch caught Ellie’s
attention and she stared out towards the blue waters, not too far
away. She remembered Griff once challenging her to swim the length
of Loch Ericht. She remembered tromping across the water’s rocky
shore, chasing after the bigger and faster boys as they tried to
escape her. She remembered the time she’d slipped and fallen on
those very rocks. Ian had run off laughing like a hyena that he’d
evaded her, but Griff had stopped and turned back to make certain
she was all right. When he discovered that blood trickled from her
knee, he’d scooped her up in his arms and carried her all the way
to Achmore.

She’d fallen in love with him that day. It
was no matter that he grumbled the whole way or admonished her for
chasing after them, she hadn’t really paid attention to any of
that. She’d just stared up into those silvery eyes of his and
sighed.

Ellie started towards the loch, caught up in
her memories of the past, watching the gentle sway of the water and
listening to the chattering of more sandpipers in the distance. It
was beautiful, the way the rocky slopes kissed the edge of the
loch. There wasn’t anything in London that rivaled the natural
beauty of Loch Ericht. Of course, she hadn’t thought of it as
beautiful when she was younger, she couldn’t wait to get away to go
to London and all the excitement that could be found in Town. Loch
Ericht was not exciting by any stretch of the imagination, but it
was peaceful. And right now, peace was exactly what she needed.

She glanced over her shoulder at Achmore and
sighed. Her dowry. If only she’d known. If only Papa had told her
the truth all those years ago, how different her life would have
turned out. She’d have never begged or bribed her way to London.
She’d have stayed at Castle Ericht and waited for Griffin’s return.
She’d been so in love with him back in those days. Of course, she
was in love with him now for all the good it did her. But if she’d
known—

“Ellie?” Griff’s voice came
from the left, nearly making her heart stop. Had she imagined
it?

Her gaze shot in the
direction of his voice and she gasped, not certain whether or not
to believe her eyes. Good heavens, it was him! It truly was. Or she was
dreaming. “Griff?”

He strode towards her, his brow creased in a
frown. Heavens. She’d been so certain she’d lost him, afraid she’d
never see him again. Her knees buckled beneath her.

Griff caught her about the waist before she
could fall. “What are ye doing here?” he demanded.

Ellie threw her arms around his neck,
silently vowing never to let him go.
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Griff had to be dreaming. He had to be. There
was no other explanation for Elspeth MacLaren being in his arms on
the shores of Loch Ericht.

“Oh, Griff!” she said
against his jacket. “I thought I’d lost ye.”

He was most definitely dreaming, a most
wonderful dream, one he’d love to never wake from. Ellie’s hold
tightened around his neck and Griff sighed into her hair. He never
knew one could smell so vividly in dreams, but the familiar scent
of gardenias tickled his nose and brought his nether regions to
life.

“I should be furious with
ye,” she said on a sob, “but I’m just so glad to see
ye.”

Why should she be furious with him? Griff
pulled back slightly to look her in the eyes. “I beg yer
pardon?”

Ellie shook her head. “How dare ye leave
London without telling me! Ye didn’t even say goodbye. And—”

“I said good-bye,” Griff
replied. And he had. He’d made a point of doing so before he’d gone
to Ian’s study that last day in London. “Ye told me ye’d had all of
me ye could stand for a lifetime, and I said good-bye to
ye.”

Her blue eyes sparked to
life, all fire and indignation, and that’s when Griff first
suspected he wasn’t really dreaming. “I didn’t mean forever! Ye
were just being so…Well, ye were being ye! And—”

“What are ye doing here,
Ellie?” Though if he wasn’t dreaming, he had a fairly good idea why
she was there. His heart twisted a bit.

She gulped as though working up her courage
to say something to him. “Ye should have told me,” she began.

“Told ye what exactly?” He
took a slight step away from her. Distance might keep his mind on
point.

“Someone should have told
me. Papa, Ian, ye. It wasn’t fair to keep me in the
dark.”

Just as Griff suspected. So much for the
value of Ian MacLaren’s word. Damn the man straight to hell. “I had
no idea ye didn’t know. Not until I arrived in London and—”

“And ye let me go on and on
about Lord Peasemore and—”

“And all the others,” he
agreed. “But it doesn’t matter, Ellie. I’m not holding ye to that
betrothal. Ye certainly didn’t need to travel all the way to Loch
Ericht to—”

“Are ye trying to ruin me,
Griffin Reid?” She frowned up at him, her lips pursed together in
annoyance.

“Ruin ye?” Had she lost her
mind? Other than that kiss, he hadn’t done one thing that could
possibly be construed as him even attempting ruination.

“Only a lady can cry off,”
she returned petulantly. “If word got out ye refused to marry
me—”

“Then don’t tell anyone,”
Griff grumbled. What a pointless conversation. “I already told
Ian—”

“I don’t care one wit what
ye already told Ian. It’s my
betrothal not his, even if I wasn’t consulted or
informed of the matter. So whatever ye told my brother means
absolutely nothing to me. It certainly doesn’t invalidate
our contract.”

Was she serious? “Ye don’t want to marry me,
Ellie. So I don’t know why we’re even discussing this.”

“I would like to have had a
say, or the very least to have been informed, but—”

“Ye told me if ye found out
yer family had arranged a marriage for ye that ye’d be furious. Ye
said ye could never forgive that.” He’d never forget those words.
They’d struck fear in his heart at the time.

“Ye should have told me
then.”

“And faced yer wrath?” he
scoffed. “I can’t believe Ian told ye now.” In fact, his old friend had
promised never to reveal that secret to Ellie. Just like a
MacLaren…

“Griffin.” She heaved a
sigh. “Ye made a vow to marry me. Are ye going to honor it or are
ye going to ruin me?”

Griff could only blink at her. Ellie had very
clearly lost her mind. “I’m not some English lord, Ellie.”

“Nay, ye’re not,” she
agreed. “But ye didn’t answer my question.”

“Ye have yer heart set on
one of those—”

“I have my heart set on ye,
Griffin Reid. Now are ye going to honor yer word or
not?”

His mouth fell open and he was certain he
resembled a mute simpleton.

She sighed again, her blue eyes twinkling a
bit wickedly now that her indignation had died down. “Before ye
answer that, I need to know something, Griff.”

“What?” he breathed out, but
was glad he’d found his voice enough to mutter that one
word.

“Do ye love me?”

More than he’d ever thought possible, though
it was probably better to show her than tell her. Griff closed the
small gap between them, cupped her face with his hands, and pressed
his lips to hers.

Dear God, kissing her was like a heaven found
nowhere else on Earth. Her soft lips molded to his and Griff slid
one arm around her waist, anchoring her to him. When Ellie sighed,
Griff swept his tongue inside the haven of her mouth, sending a
jolt straight to his cock.

Her tongue tangled with his and she grasped
the collar of his jacket as though she couldn’t get close enough to
him. She tasted like honey, the sweetest summer berries, and Ellie.
He’d never forget the taste of her as long as he lived Griff
growled against her mouth, wanting more, wanting all of her for now
and forever.

“I can’t stop loving ye,” he
finally whispered.

She smiled up at him, unshed tears of joy
threatened to spill down her cheeks. “Then I’m afraid I’m going to
have to hold ye to that agreement, Captain Reid. Ye see, I can’t
stop loving ye either.”

“Then aren’t we a brilliant
match.” Griff pressed his lips back to Ellie’s. Then he kissed his
way across her jaw and down her slender neck as his fingers bit
into her waist, holding her desperately.

But all of their earlier conversations rushed
back to his mind. He rose back to his full height. “What about
London? Ye said ye never wanted to leave London.”

She shook her head, her blonde curls bouncing
about her shoulders. “And I’ll miss Town, but I love ye more than I
love London, Griffin.”

“Yer balls and soirees
and—”

Her hands yanked his jacket collar downwards
and she lifted up on her toes, pressing her lips to his once more.
All thoughts fled Griff’s mind…Well, all thoughts except those
about Ellie, the softness of her skin, the sweetness of her breath,
and how very soon he could marry her and make her his forever.

“Besides,” she began after
he lifted his head for air, “I’m sure ye’ll take me to London from
time to time, won’t ye?” She coyly batted her eyelashes at
him.

“Whatever ye want, Ellie.
Whatever will make ye happy.” Griff couldn’t help but laugh. He was
lost to her, wrapped around her little finger like he’d always
feared he might be one day. But now that that day was here, he couldn’t be
happier.
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“Och nephew, I hope you’ve
a hunger in your belly. I told Parsons to ha’ Cook send up wha’ever
he has left fra’ dinner.” Lord MacDermott dropped onto the settee
with a faint ‘oof.’ Sighing, he patted his rotund belly where his
waistcoat stretched over it, and then propped his booted feet on a
convenient stool near the crackling warm fire. “’Twas a grand goose
he cooked for us las’ night. I’ve hopes there’s a mite of tha’
left.”

Angus Reeves, Viscount MacThune, didn’t
bother to look up from his book. “I’ve half a mind to steal that
cook of yours.”

MacDermott sent his nephew a fierce frown.
“You’ve the money to do it, too, demme you.” It was true; his
nephew was recently returned from India and rich as a nabob from
his dealings in the tea trade. Of course, MacDermott couldn’t
begrudge the lad (if one could call a thirty-eight year old a lad);
Angus had worked hard for his funds, spending almost a score of
years out of England in the process. He’d left a pale and thin
youth and had returned an unfashionably browned, broad-shouldered
man who could purchase anything he wished. “I suppose I’m fortunate
you dinna try and steal my butler and housekeeper, too. Humph. And
after I’ve shown you naught but hospitality and kindness.”

Lowering his book, Angus sent his uncle a
flat look. “Considering how much I lost to you at whist, I’d
consider it more a purchase than a theft.”

MacDermott grunted, absently wishing he had
the athletic build of his nephew, but sadly, the gods had instead
given him bowed legs and a stomach inclined to corpulence. He
patted his stomach absently, thinking of his sister’s recent
thinness.

Last year MacDermott’s oldest sister Sally
had visited her in India despite Angus’s protests that it would be
better if she waited for a cooler time of the year. MacDermott
could have told Angus that warning his mother off was a bad idea;
she never listened to warnings, especially from the men in her
family.

Thus it was that, weakened by the torpid
heat of a tropical clime, Angus’s mother had succumbed to the
dreaded yellow fever. The illness had ravaged her, leaving her
seriously weakened.

The only good that came of Sally’s trip was
that her son returned to England with her. Worried over his
mother’s declining health, he’d brought her to their family seat
outside of Edinburgh, thinking the countryside would be good for
her. But the damp air had only made Sally worse. A month ago, Angus
had moved his mother to London where the best doctors could be
found.

Though they’d made her more comfortable, the
doctors held out little hope of Sally ever regaining her health.
MacDermott found it suddenly hard to swallow. His sister seemed to
visibly shrink before his eyes, each day becoming weaker and less
herself.

As difficult as it was for
MacDermott, he knew it had to be even harder on her son. MacDermott
sent an inquiring glance at his nephew now, noting the deep lines
and restless gaze. That could lead to
mischief, which is why Sally is so determined to see her son
settled before—

MacDermott thrust the
unwelcome thought away, absently rubbing his chest where it
ached. This will never do. I’ve things to
accomplish and thinking of Sally is not helping.
Pushing back an uncomfortable grimace, MacDermott
reached into his waistcoat, withdrew his snuffbox and flipped it
open. “Snuff?”

“I will join you by having
a cheroot.” Angus closed his book and set it aside before he
reached for a box on the table at his elbow, and removed a cheroot.
He used the lantern flame to light it. Instantly the study was
scented with a rich, smoky haze.

MacDermott took an appreciative breath.
“Those cheroots of yours almost tempt me fra’ my snuff, but I
canno’ afford to pick up another vice, wha’ wi’ you stealin’ my
staff fra’ beneath my nose. I shall ha’ to raise their wages, just
to get them to stay put.”

“If I do hire away your
staff, I’ll pay you a handsome finder’s fee.”

“Demmed cocky of you,
though you can afford ‘em better than I, you and your nabob’s
fortune.”

Angus’s smile faded a bit. “Nabob?”

“So your mither has been
tellin’ the world.”

“Damn it! My circumstances
are my business and no one else’s. Her loose tongue will send every
unwed woman to my doorstep, which is exactly what I don’t
want.”

“And is exactly wha’ your
mither does want.”
MacDermott noted the determined lines about Angus’s mouth. The
years had hardened the lad. His jaw was more set and there was a
new firmness to his expression that bespoke a strong, decisive
man. India was the making of you, wasna’
she, lad? No wonder your mither’s in a quiver to get you wed. She
dinna like tha’ you no longer listen to her and thinks a wife’ll
settle tha’ hot blood of yours.

Women were like that. Just as a man was
ready to kick over the traces and find a wee bit of fun, the women
in his life developed the urge to tighten the harness.

Angus tilted back his head and blew a
perfect smoke ring. “Thank you for allowing me to stay here this
week. Aunt Beatrice is with Mother and while I appreciate she’s my
aunt and has come to help, I cannot stand to hear them
quarrel.”

MacDermott shook his head in commiseration.
“They’ve always been like tha’, nattering away at one another, but
try to say somethin’ poor aboot one to th’ other, and you’ll face a
fury you’ve ne’er before seen.” MacDermott tucked the snuffbox back
into his pocket and shot a side-glance at his nephew. “I dinna see
you at Lady MacEllis’s soiree this evening.”

“I wasn’t there, as you
well know.”

“To be honest, ‘twas a
boring affair.” He nodded toward the discarded book at his nephew’s
elbow. “It appears you dinna ha’ a rash-roarin’ time this
evenin’.”

“I was out earlier, but
when I returned, I discovered my books had arrived from
India.”

“You always were a bookish
one, even as a laddie. To my mind, ‘tis tha’ which allowed you to
gather so much coin. I dinna mind tellin’ you, ‘tis nice to ha’ at
least one relative not puntin’ the River Tick.”

“Our family has never been
known for their financial acumen.” Angus blew another smoke ring,
watching it rise over his head. “My father, especially.”

“He could never say ‘no’ to
your mither, and if there’s one thing I ha’ to say about my own
sister, it’s tha’ she could do wi’ a mon who’d tell her ‘no’ now
and again. At least, tha’ was true before—” MacDermott’s throat
tightened and he had to clear it before he could
breathe.

Angus’s face softened. “Do not write her off
yet. Mother’s tougher than you think.”

“But the
doctors—”

“Have been wrong before.”
Angus spoke with an assurance that calmed MacDermott’s fears
somewhat. “They don’t know Mother’s iron will the way we
do.”

“I hope you’re right,
laddie. She is fond of telling us all tha’ she is indomitable.”
MacDermott chuckled. “I’m rare fond of her, for all her bossy
ways.”

“So am I.” Angus stared at
the glowing end of his cheroot. “She’s not very good at resting the
way the doctors wish her to.”

“If anyone can get your
mither to stay in bed, ‘tis Beatrice. I daresay fighting wi’ her
favorite sister will give your mither more energy.”

“Yes, but—” Angus grimaced.
“Must they argue constantly?”

“‘Tis enou’ to make a grown
man cry, ‘tis. I’ve been listenin’ to the two of them since I was a
child of five, and I still dinna relish it.” MacDermott waved a
hand. “Rest easy, lad; you’re free to stay as long as you wish. But
dinna think I won’t rescind tha’ if you steal my cook.” With a mock
fierce glare, MacDermott pushed his booted feet closer to the fire,
groaning a bit as he crossed his boots at the ankle. “So . . . did
you meet anyone interestin’ today whilst you were oot and
aboot?”

A shadow crossed Angus’s face, but he merely
shrugged. “I went to MacInnis’s earlier, and no, I didn’t meet
anyone ‘interesting.’”

MacDermott frowned. “Good. I dinna wish you
to meet someone of interest in a gaming hell.”

“I felt more comfortable
there than I do at the events Mother wishes me to attend.” Angus
leveled his gaze at his uncle. “I fear you’ll have very little to
report to her.”

“Report? Look here, I ne’er
said I was going to report anything to your mither!”

“Oh? So you are curious as to whether I met
someone ‘interesting?’”

MacDermott shifted in his chair. “Weel, no.
‘Tis no’ in me to be nosy, and you know it. I was just wonderin’
the way all uncles do aboot their nephews, if you’re happy, and
wha’ no’.”

Angus raised his brows, amusement in his
gray eyes.

MacDermott sighed. “You dinna believe a word
of tha’.”

“Not one.”

“All right, then! I’ll
admit it, I might ha’ promised your mither I’d keep an eye on you.
But no more than tha’.”

“This morning at breakfast,
Mother told me she had set you to watch me.”

“Wha-? Dammit, tha’ is—Wha’
a fool thing to do, to just blurt it out! And after she told me to
keep it to myself, too!”

“Mother’s not known for her
tact.”

“Tha’ is God’s own truth,
lad.” MacDermott sighed. “I dinna wished to keep an eye on you or
anyone else, but wha’ can I do? She worries, she does. She wishes
you married to a good woman, one who will make you happy. Surely
there’s nothin’ wrong wi’ tha’.”

“None, except that I’ve no
wish to be wed.”

“’Tis no’ such a horrid
fate. I was happily married once; I still miss my Fiona each and
every day.” MacDermott cast his eyes heavenward. “She was like
sunshine to me, she was.”

Angus’s expression softened. “You and Aunt
Fiona always seemed to be very happy. But that’s unusual, Uncle.
You know it is. I’ve seen how things work. My mother’s been married
three times now, and I’ve seen it all. Once I wed, I would have to
give up gaming, hunting, drinking—” He waved his cheroot. “Even
these. And don’t tell me that’s not true, for when Fiona was alive,
you never flicked open a snuffbox, at least not in front of
her.”

“’Tis true marriage
requires some negotiations, but you get when you give,
laddie.”

“I’ve no wish to spend my
life justifying my pleasures to anyone. I’ve earned them, and I’ll
keep them.”

“Ah, you say tha’ now, but
when you meet the right woman, things will change.”

“I met the right woman
once, before I left for India.” Angus eyed his cheroot, his
expression suddenly closed. “But that was a long time
ago.”

“Did you now? And wha’ was
the fair maiden’s name?”

“Charlotte.” An odd smile
curved Angus’s mouth. “We met in Hyde Park, under a tree. A wind
blew her parasol to my feet.”

MacDermott’s brows rose. “You remember tha’,
do you?”

“At one time, I thought
we’d marry. Alas, she was the daughter of an earl, one who did not
like a poor, ill-favored, presumptuous nineteen-year-old as a
suitor for his well-bred, overly protected, beautiful and lively
twenty-two year old daughter, so . . .” He shrugged. “I can’t blame
him; I had very few prospects at that time.”

“Och, my own nephew a
star-crossed lover, and I had no idea.”

“Mother knew, but she
didn’t favor the match, either. Not that it matters; my beloved
sent me away and that was that.”

“Your mither ne’er said a
word to me aboot it. Still, I suspected there might ha’ been a
woman. Why else would a mon jump aboard a ship and sail away to a
foreign land? It was either a love gone wrong, or you wished to be
away from your mither. I wasna sure which until now.”

“It was both. I’m well over
the woman and have been for years, but now Mother has decided to
plague me. She’s wrong in thinking I’ll marry. I enjoy my vices far
too much to just give them away, and for what? Someone to talk to
over the breakfast table? I dislike conversation in the morning and
I’ll be damned if I rush to be tied down before I’m good and
ready.”

“Easy, lad. I’m no wishin’
you to marry. But as she’s ill, your mither feels pressed for time
and wants you settled.” MacDermott threw up his hand when Angus
started to protest. “’Tis a fool way to go aboot it, but there it
is. Look, lad. Wha’ would it cost you to attend a few society
events and at least pretend – pretend, mind you – tha’ you’re
willin’ to look for a viscountess? It’ll soothe your mither’s heart
and give her some peace.”

Angus grimaced. “You think it would really
make her feel better?”

“I do, lad. It’ll make me
feel better, too, for if I canno’ get you to attend a few social
events, your mither will ha’ my head served upon the family shield.
And dinna think your Aunt Beatrice would come to my rescue, for
she’d help your mither carry the demmed thing, and probably sing
some sort of pagan hymn and dance a jig whilst doing it,
too.”

Angus laughed, his eyes crinkling. “She
would, wouldn’t she? Beatrice is a force of nature.”

“They both are, God love
them.” MacDermott grinned back at his nephew. For a bookish man who
eschewed polite society, there was something singularly sweet about
Angus’s deep, rich laugh. It made everyone – men and women –
instantly return the smile that came with it.

It was a pity to have to keep bringing up a
subject sure to depress such a laugh. MacDermott firmed his jaw.
“Come now, lad. ‘Tis time you stopped fightin’ wha’ must be and
agree to the inevitable. ‘Twill bring your mither joy, so stop
being a fripper-wadded fool, hold your nose, dive in, and do wha’
must be done.”

Angus’s lips twitched. “Fripper-wadded? What
in the hell does that mean?”

“It means a mon who is more
worried aboot his own feelings than tha’ of his blessed mither,
tha’s wha’ it means.” MacDermott caught the suddenly stiff look on
his nephew’s face and raised his hand. “Dinna burn me wit’ your
looks, but it wouldna’ hurt you to go to a soiree, listen to some
fine music, sip a scotch, and mayhap dance with a beautiful
woman.”

Angus grimaced. “The music is only passable,
the scotch imaginary as only sherry and some other swill is served,
and the women – while beautiful - are unable to do more than smile
in a tepid manner for fear the world might think them either
forward or foolish.”

MacDermott started to protest, but had to
sigh. “Damn it to hell, but tha’ is the best description of London
society as I’ve ever heard.”

“Thank you for finally
being honest.” Angus flicked his cheroot into the fire and then sat
back in his chair, suddenly looking tired. “I need some sustenance
for my spirits. Fortunately, not only did my books arrive today,
but so did a few cases of port. You must try some.” He reached
across the desk and picked up a sparkling decanter from a tray. He
poured generous measures of port into two waiting glasses, and
handed one to MacDermott, before settling back to sip the other
himself.

MacDermott took it gratefully, though he
said in as stern as a voice as he could, “This willna solve your
problems.”

“No, but it will help me
accept the inevitable.” Angus held up the ruby liquid as if hoping
to find answers within. “You are right; I will have to at least
pretend to capitulate.”

“There you go,
laddie.” You’re welcome, Sally!
MacDermott took a long sip, smacking his lip in
appreciation. “Mighty fine.”

“I got it from a total
brigand. I’ve an idea it was stolen from a French ship. Shall I
leave a crate for your cellars?”

“Aye, please do.”
MacDermott set down his glass and rubbed his hands together,
shooting his nephew a sly glance from under his bushy brows. “We
should decide which events you’re to attend. Perhaps the Roxburghe
Spring Ball to begin with. ‘Tis no’ as grand as their Winter Ball,
which they hold in Scotland, but ‘tis well enou’ for wha’ we need.
And then there is the —”

“Hold! I won’t attend
‘balls,’ but ‘a ball.’ One, Uncle. And no more. That will satisfy
Mother for now. Just make certain it is one with lots of people who
will gossip enough to make it seem as if I’ve been to a dozen such
affairs.”

MacDermott nodded. It was still more than
he’d hoped for. “Fine, one ball ‘tis. Fortunately, you’ve been such
a hermit, tha’ everyone is on tenterhooks wondering if the
mysterious nabob-from-India Viscount MacThune is even alive. You
can bet your bottom penny your mither will hear aboot it, and wit’
priceless little effort fra’ us.”

“And that will do
it.”

“I should think so, aye.“
MacDermott shrugged. “Your mither will be appeased, at least for a
while and that’s good enou’ for me.” Satisfied and determined to
leave such an uncomfortable topic behind, MacDermott reclaimed his
glass and asked his nephew about the grays he’d just bought. The
older man then retreated into his port as his nephew expounded upon
the new team, a rare ray of good humor shining in the lad’s gray
eyes.

Yet MacDermott sensed a shadow - a certain
darkness, for lack of a better word. Whatever it was, it wasn’t
simple dissatisfaction. It hinted at something more. Loneliness,
perhaps.

Surely not. The lad could
have more friends than there were trees in Hyde Park if he’d just
apply himself, for he’s a fascinating and cultured fellow. But
perhaps . . . MacDermott regarded his
nephew narrowly. Is there more to Angus’s
society-eschewing ways? Is he perhaps avoiding this Charlotte from
long ago?

MacDermott had to tamp down a frown. More
than likely, the beauteous Charlotte (for MacDermott could imagine
her as no other) had long since wedded and bedded, and was now
clucking over a nest full of chicks. There was nothing he could do
to help his nephew in that arena, and the realization sat heavy on
his heart. The lad needed a partner, someone to soften the blow
when poor Sally left the world.

MacDermott finished off his port. It would
take a far more gifted matchmaker than he to pull off such a
complex enterprise. He suddenly realized Angus was no longer
talking, but had sunk into a reverie, staring at his glass.

“Wha’ is wrong,
lad?”

Angus sighed. “I wasn’t going to mention
this until it was necessary, but as soon as the doctors think it
safe, I’m moving Mother back to Blackmour Hall. Nothing more can be
done for her here – either she will respond to the treatment, or
she will not. We know within the next few days. But whatever
happens, Aunt Beatrice thinks Mother would be more comfortable in
the countryside where there’s less noise.”

MacDermott nodded. “I’ll go with you,
lad.”

Angus shot him a surprised look. “There’s no
need.”

MacDermott set down his empty glass with a
definite thump. “’Tis family, isna’ it?”

A crease appeared between Angus’s eyes, but
he nodded.

“Then stop bein’ a gullywag
and make sure you dinna slip oot of town when I’m no’
lookin’.”

“You are more than welcome
to come, I just didn’t think you’d wish to.”

“As you get older, it will
dawn on you tha’ there is little else as important as family. I’m
going and tha’ is tha’. Now, tell me more aboot this team of yours.
If I’m to wager my own coin upon their heads, I need to know
everything aboot them.”
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Moonlight beamed upon the large fountain,
glittering on the water arches and sprinkling diamonds hither and
yon upon the statue of Venus that rested at the center. From where
he sat in the shadows near the fountain, Angus flicked his cheroot
ashes into the shrubs and cast an impatient glance at the terrace
that rose past a thicket of roses and lilacs.

Though the warm golden-lit panes framed by
heavy silk curtains, dancers swirled by, a cacophony of women hued
in all colors of the rainbow, their bright gowns bold against their
escorts who were dressed in formal ballroom attire. Though the
terrace doors were closed – a testament to the unusually cool
weather now favoring most of England – the orchestra music could be
heard, faint and monotonous.

Angus stifled a bored sigh and leaned back,
the hard marble seat cool upon his back as he drew in the warmth of
the fragrant cheroot. Uncle MacDermott had done his duty and
brought them to the most monstrous of all balls, the annual
Roxburghe Spring Ball. From what Angus could tell, it was the event
of the season for every available debutante was in attendance, bold
and brash, at least two hundred of them furiously blinking their
lashes at him, which made them look as if they all had dust in
their eyes.

The first moment had been the worst. When
the pompous butler had announced Angus, a hush had fallen over the
room as every eye pinned him to where he stood on the stairs. He
could almost see empty hopes rising over the wishful heads of every
unwed woman, like balloons rising to meet an empty dawn.

It had been a painful moment. Angus had done
what MacDermott had suggested – he’d cast a disdainful stare about
the room, nodding to everyone, but refused to talk, and then
quickly made his way to the refreshment table where he’d been
cautious not to make eye contact with anyone. But there his and his
uncle’s plan had gone awry. His aloof behavior had only inflamed
the seeking mamas more. Without an invitation, they’d closed in,
dragging their daughters after them, pressing closer and closer
until they were pushing and shoving, calling in furious voices
demanding an introduction – it had been pure hell.

He grimaced around his
cheroot. The cream of England’s society had behaved like
fishmongers trying to sell their wares. Fortunately for Angus, he’d
spotted an escape route behind a large potted fern and had been
able to squeeze behind it and slip away from the madness. Now,
thirty minutes later and hidden in the gardens off the terrace,
protected from the world by the still-chilly May weather that would
keep the rest of the guests inside, he was more than ready to
leave. Mother had better appreciate this
effort. All he wanted was to return to the
peacefulness of his uncle’s townhouse. Unfortunately, in order to
do so, he’d have to pass by one of the many windows of the
Roxburghe ballroom and risk being seen, which wouldn’t
do.

His mother must believe he’d stayed for the
entire ball, had danced with dozens of women, and had enjoyed
himself immensely. So he was stuck, at least for a while. When the
ball came to a close, he’d re-enter the ballroom, dance with the
least annoying woman he found, make his bow to his hostess, and
then leave.

Meanwhile, he was quite content here in the
garden, surrounded by quiet and the damp of a chilly night that
made cheroot smoking all the more pleasurable. He leaned against a
stone pillar and made smoke rings, watching as one expanded to
catch the moon.

A door opened, the music
growing suddenly loud before the panel clicked shut.
Blast it! Was I seen? Angus quickly moved between two shrubs, well out of sight. The
approaching rustle of silk told him the guest was indeed a
woman.

An unfriendly breeze stirred the trees
overhead and he heard a murmured complaint followed by a ‘brrrrr!’
as the woman moved closer. To his relief, she hurried past his
hiding place, moving as if she were on a mission, her attention
elsewhere.

It was much too dark to move in such a hasty
fashion as the flagstones were damp and slick. Irritated, Angus
flicked his cheroot to the ground and stomped it out, and then
stepped forward. “Careful. The st—”

“AH!” Obviously startled by his sudden appearance, the lady
lurched to one side of the pathway, her slippered foot tangling in
her voluminous skirts, which sent her headfirst toward the
fountain, hands outstretched.

Angus leapt forward and caught the lady
about the waist just as the palms of her outstretched hands touched
the fountain’s surface.

For the longest moment, they stood thus,
frozen like the stone statuary that shadowed them, the water’s rush
hiding their belabored breathing, the faint mist of the fountain
settling upon their clothing like tiny diamonds.

As the moment sank into time, Angus became
aware of two things. First, over the scents from the garden of damp
ground and English roses, her perfume tickled his nose, a faint mix
of jasmine and spicy orange, as delicious as it was teasing.
Second, the lady’s rump, pleasingly plump and warm, pressed snuggly
against his groin, the sensation instantly arousing.

The woman must have felt it at the same
time, for she gasped. “Your—that’s—Oh my!” She pushed at his arms
with damp hands.

“Cease, my lady! If I
release you now, we will both fall into the water.” Her struggles
halted and Angus, tightening his hold on her just long enough to
pull her away from the fountain, set her firmly on her feet. Once
there, he released her, the cold air rushing in and chilling him
head to toe through his now-damp clothes.

“My gown is ruined!” She
brushed at her silk skirts, her head bent, the moon haloing her
hair and glinting off the rim of her spectacles. “That was–and then
you were—and your hands were on my—Oh dear!”

Her breathless voice condemned him in some
way. Oddly bereft in the cold after holding such a warm, soft form
against his own, he said in a harsh voice, “If you hadn’t been
running in the dark in such a thoughtless fashion, there would have
been no need for either of us to be in this position.”

“If you hadn’t leapt from
the shrubs and startled me, I wouldn’t have fallen at all!” She
flamed up at him, and he was rewarded with his first view of her
face even as her chin firmed in a mulish line.

His chest contracted, his
breath caught in his throat. He knew her, knew the curve of her
cheek, knew the slant of her smile, knew the dimple on her left
cheek that peeped out when she laughed. “Charlotte?”

She blinked up at him, her
eyes wide behind her spectacles and he found himself holding his
breath. Slowly, recognition settled onto her face.
“Angus?”

“Yes.”

She took a step back, then another. “N-No.
It can’t be.” She looked about the garden like a panic-stricken
deer. “This isn’t India!”

That startled a laugh out
of him. “No, it’s not. I returned to England some months ago.” His
smile slipped. “My mother’s been ill.” Why
did I tell her that? I’ve only just re-met her.

Her eyes darkened. “I’m so sorry. I hope she
recovers soon.”

“Thank you.” An awkward
silence settled about them as he struggled to think of something
acceptable to say. He finally blurted out, “Here we both are, at
the Roxburghe Ball.” He could have kicked himself for saying such a
lame thing, but his mind was awhirl.

“Oh yes, Margaret.”
Charlotte looked toward the terrace doors with a wild look, as if
expecting to see a hound pursuing her. “The duchess is a friend of
mine. I’m her companion.”

“Companion?” He couldn’t
the note of shock in his voice. “But you’re the daughter of an
earl.”

Charlotte cast him a flat look. “I’m an
unmarried woman and the youngest daughter of an earl who had far
more daughters than he should have. Staying at my father’s was not
an option.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to imply being a companion was beneath you. I was just surprised,
that’s all.”

“I don’t need funds, for I
have my mother’s jointure, which is quite generous. But I enjoy
living with Margaret. The duke is rarely home and she’s always
planning something. It’s been quite good for both of
us.”

He took a steadying
breath. Good God, I’ve seen her for two
seconds, and I’ve already insulted her. “It
sounds like a perfect arrangement for you both.”

“It is. Or it was until—”
Charlotte’s mouth folded in a mutinous line.

I wonder what that is
about? “You said you’re not married.” The
words flew out of his mouth before he could stop them.
Bloody hell, could I be more gauche?

Her face flooded with color. “No.”

“Neither am I.”

The words hung between them, heavy and
uncertain. Angus didn’t know what he thought about this. He’d been
so certain Charlotte would marry soon after he’d left for India
that he’d never thought of any other possibility. His mind reeled
at it.

Charlotte regained her voice first,
smoothing her skirts in a nervous way. “Congratulations. No, no. I
suppose I should say, I’m sorry you’re not married—no, that’s
wrong.” She winced. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Neither do I,” he
admitted. “This whole thing is awkward, isn’t it?”

“Very. It’s . . .” She gave
a small laugh. “I never thought to see you again.”

“I thought the same.” Yet
now that he had, all he could do was stare at her, soaking in every
detail. And suddenly, after almost twenty years of carefully not
caring, he felt as if she were a glass of iced water and he a man
dying of thirst. Which is wrong. I put the
past behind me for a reason.

She tucked a stray curl behind one ear,
drawing his gaze to her shell pink ear, the curve of her cheek, and
the delicate line of her throat.

He cleared his throat to make room for the
words. “It’s been a long time since we saw one another.”

“Nineteen years and seven
months.” She flushed and added quickly, “Not that I’m
counting.”

“Neither was I.” But he had
been. At first, he’d thought of her every day. Wondered what she
was doing. If she was still delivering baskets of food to the
tenant farmers who lived on her father’s lands. What book was in
her hands and did she like it. Whether she was reading by the light
of a candle, as was her wont. Was she still trying to learn how to
play billiards. And on and on and on. Yet whatever imagined
activity he’d thought she might be doing, he’d always pictured her
happy and content.

He hadn’t been able to stand thinking of her
any other way.

Later, after the months had turned into
years, he’d imagined her with a carefully faceless beau, paddling a
boat on the lake near her father’s castle, or dancing at a ball, or
reading to her children. By imagining her moving on with her life,
he gave himself permission to do the same. And yet somehow, he
never got around to that part.

Then again, he’d been a busy, busy man,
driven to become successful. Eventually, time had softened his
disappointment and his pain had faded and he was at peace with what
life had given him.

Or so he’d thought until now.

What was so difficult was that she looked so
much the same. Though there were silver threads at her temples, her
soft brown hair still curled about her heart-shaped face. Her face
was a little rounder, and while there was a new fullness to her
curves, it added to her beauty and made his breath catch.

The biggest difference was not her looks,
but in her manner. She now had an air of flustered disarray that
was the opposite of the calm, soft-spoken Charlotte he used to
know.

As if aware of his examination, her hands
fluttered over her hair and skirts, as if trying to tame them. “How
was India?”

His lips quirked at her studied casual tone.
“It was very different from life here, but as time went on, I grew
to understand the people and their ways.”

“Understand?”

“It’s a different culture,
a different view of life. It was very stressful at first,
everything being so new. But gradually, I learned the language,
found friends, came to understand and appreciate the life
there.”

“You enjoyed
it.”

“Very much. I eventually
found my way into a variety of business partnerships, which was my
purpose.” He’d made more money than he’d dreamed
possible.

She tilted her head to one side, her gaze on
his face. “You miss it.”

It wasn’t a question. “Yes.” It was odd, but
in all of his conversations with his mother and uncle, neither had
realized that one truth – that he missed India. He missed the
colors, and the warmth, the smiles of the people, the curry-rich
foods – all of it. And yet in a mere two minutes of conversation
beside a fountain in the moonlight, Charlotte had divined that
truth.

“I suppose you’ll be
returning soon. Once your mother is better.”

“Perhaps.” He’d assumed
he’d go back to India eventually, but now, looking into Charlotte’s
moon-kissed face, he found himself saying, “I don’t know what I’ll
do.”

She nodded, as if that made perfect sense.
“Yes, well—” She took a steadying breath. “I really must go.”

“I thought you liked
balls?”

“I normally do, but this
one—“ She made a face like a kitten who’d accidentally licked a
lemon.

He had to laugh, wondering
if she’d ever made that face when they’d been younger, or if it was
a new expression of hers. So familiar, and
yet fresh, too. “Why is this ball not to
your liking?”

“I can’t explain, but it’s
the worst ball ever.” Her lips folded once again into a mutinous
line.

Angus had to fight a
sudden, mad urge to capture her plump, angry lips with his own, and
he realized with shock that his entire body ached for her
touch. Bloody hell, I’m as hungry for her
as if we’d just parted.

He closed his hands, his
palms damp like a lad on the verge of losing his virginity.
Preposterous! I’m past all of this nonsense, and
yet . . . He looked at Charlotte in
wonder.

And yet here I am.

However he was affected, Charlotte didn’t
seem to be the least bit so. She smoothed her lace collar, a sadly
out-of-date confection, though it framed her face charmingly. “Why
are you out here in the garden, startling people to death?”

“I’m avoiding someone. Many
someones, in fact.”

Understanding crossed her face. “Ah. You owe
people money.”

“Owe—No! I don’t owe anyone
anything.”

She nodded kindly. “Of course you
don’t.”

“Charlotte, I’m—” He closed
his mouth, then opened it, only to close it again. It seemed so
vulgar to blurt out that he was now wealthy. There was no way to
say it without sounding like the world’s biggest braggart. “I don’t
owe anyone money. I am merely avoiding certain guests at this ball,
namely unmarried women. The sort who want to dance too close, and
bat their eyes and laugh too much. Desperate women, all of them. To
preserve the peace, I came out here to enjoy a cheroot.”

“So that’s what that smell
was.” She curled her nose, but said in a kind voice, “I noticed it
when I first came outside, but didn’t mention it, in case it was
your cologne.”

He almost sputtered. “You think I’d wear
cologne that smelled like smoke?”

“Some men will wear
anything to gain attention.” She straightened her shoulders. “I
must be on my way before I’m missed.”

“Wait.” He took a step
forward. “You can’t leave yet.”

“I must. Thank you again
for keeping me from falling into the fountain.” She tilted her head
and the moonlight caressed across her cheek. “Just one thing; if
you decide to lurk longer in the shrubberies, pray be cautious.
Someone might think you a wild dog and shoot you.”

He almost chuckled, but her serious
expression stopped him. “I shall try not to be mistaken for a wild
dog.”

“We had wolves at Floors
Castle once. Of course, it has a vast park, so naturally there is
more wildlife there than here.”

“I don’t think I need fear
be mistaken for a wolf while at a ball in London,
either.”

“Probably not. I should
like to see a wolf, although—” she added in a fair voice, “—not
unexpectedly and especially not at night, and definitely not in a
dark garden.”

He had to laugh, memories of other
conversations suddenly flooding back. How had he forgotten that
about her? That she said what she thought, and as she thought it.
He’d been charmed by that trait of hers before, and he was deeply
amused by it now.

The women he knew – his mother chief among
them – never spoke without carefully measuring their words for best
effect, as if they were on stage every minute of their tightly
controlled, nerve-wracked life. With Charlotte, there had been no
simpering, no hinting, no flirting, no hidden meanings – there was
just her, her thoughts, and her unfiltered and unusual perception
of the world.

An overwhelming desire swept over Angus to
once again pull her close and taste those wonderfully honest lips.
Would they be as sweet as honey because she didn’t know the vinegar
of deception? She’d felt so warm when he’d caught her as she’d
teetered over the fountain – had she always been that warm, but
somehow he’d forgotten?

The thoughts flooded through him and left
him aching.

He realized he was staring
at her, probably looking as bemused as he felt, while she gazed
indifferently into the night. Or is she
thinking of me?

As if in answer to his
thought, she pursed her lips. “While I’ve never seen a wolf here in
London, I have seen a hawk. Surely they might pounce upon a guest at a ball?”
She looked up at him questioningly, her blue-gray eyes silvered by
the moon. “Don’t you think?”

As Angus looked into her eyes, framed as
they were by first her lashes, and then the silver rim of her
spectacles, the unthinkable happened. He heard himself utter the
biggest lie that had ever passed his lips. “Yes, I suppose they
could.” But that wasn’t enough, for his willing lips went beyond a
simple agreement. “In fact, if the hawk were large enough, and the
person small enough, I imagine the person might even be in danger
of being carried off.”

He was instantly rewarded by her smile, one
so artless and warm that it stole his breath. “I thought so,” she
confided, a triumphant note in her voice. “And that is why you must
be cautious. If you’d swooped upon me as you did from the
shrubberies and I’d mistaken you for a hawk, and I’d had a
pistol—”

“At a ball? Hidden in your
skirts?”

“I could be a lady
highwayman, hiding from the constable by pretending to be a guest
at a ball. You couldn’t know, not in the dark.”

“I suppose that’s true.” He
had to laugh. “Only you would think about such a thing.”

“It’s important to be ready
for whatever happens.” She nodded wisely. “Always.“

The desire to pull her into
his arms and tell her he’d never allow anything bad to happen to
her washed over him with surprising strength. To keep from reaching
for her, he shoved his hands into his pockets. These are just residual feelings from long ago, when I
thought of her as mine. He took a steadying
breath. “It is good to see you.”

Color warmed her face. “Thank you. Do you .
. .” She wet her lips and began again. “Do you remember when we
first met? The wind blew my parasol away and it landed at your
feet. I thought God had brought us together.” Sadness hovered over
her. “I was proven wrong. It was just plain, ordinary wind.”

His heart hollowed at the disappointment in
her eyes.

“After you left for India,
I thought often about meeting you again, and what I would say. Do
you want to know what I planned on saying?” Her voice grew slightly
chillier. “It wasn’t nice.”

He bit out, “It was like that, was it?”

“You must have known it
would be.” She stepped closer to him, and lifted her eyes to his,
her jaw set with purpose. “Why did you just walk away and leave
without even saying goodbye? How could you be so selfish, so
thoughtless, so cowardly.”

He stared at her in surprise. Normally,
Charlotte’s voice was soft and breathy, and yet now her words were
as sharp as the finger she was now jabbing into his chest.

He captured her hand and held it firmly. “I
left because you told me to.”

Behind her spectacles, her eyes widened.
“What? When did I ever say—”

The terrace door opened and the Duchess of
Roxburghe swept onto the terrace.

With a gasp, Charlotte yanked her hand free
and scampered behind Angus.

He regarded the duchess with interest. She
was tall and thin and wore an impossibly high red wig. Dressed at
the height of fashion, her blue ball gown sparkled with intricately
sewn beads. The duchess paused at the doorway and said in a loud,
exasperated voice, “Lady Charlotte?”

Charlotte clutched his arm. “Shhh!” she
whispered. “Don’t answer her. Perhaps she won’t see us.”

The duchess put a hand to her mouth.
“Laaaady Charrrrrrlotte! Where are yooooooou?” When no one
answered, the duchess gave an impatient sigh and said loudly, “You
might as well show yourself; I know you’re there. One of the
footmen saw you go through these doors.”

Charlotte’s hand tightened
convulsively on Angus’s arm. He wished he could see her face, but
she was tucked behind him. What are you
running from?

The duchess crossed her arms. “It’s cold out
here and I shall blame you if I catch the ague.” Silence met this,
which seemed to displease the duchess. “Blast it! If I must come
looking for you, I will.” Still hugging herself, she swept to the
steps leading into the garden.

With a muffled “No!”, Charlotte dashed into
the very shrubs where Angus had been standing not ten minutes
ago.

Angus stepped into the pathway so that the
light from the terrace doors beamed upon him. “Good evening, your
grace. May I help you?”

The duchess stopped on the lowest step and
squinted at him. “Who are you?”

“I am Viscount
MacThune.”

“Ah yes. I heard you were
mobbed earlier. I do apologize.”

“It was nothing so
sensational. I merely came out to the terrace to enjoy a
cheroot.”

“That must have been a very
large cheroot,” she said in a dry voice, “for your uncle has been
looking for you an hour or more.”

“I must have lost track of
the time.”

“Humph. While out here
puffing upon your cheroot – a filthy habit, I should
add—”

“Which it is,” Lady
Charlotte whispered from where she hid behind a large rose
bush.

“—you didn’t perchance see
a lady wander by, did you? About this tall?” Her grace held her
hand at her shoulder. “Rather mussed hair. And with spectacles. Oh,
and she wears quite unfashionable clothing. I’ve tried to convince
her to use my modiste, but she’ll have none of it.”

“I’m not about to pay that
much for a gown,” Charlotte whispered.

Choking back a laugh, Angus kept his gaze on
the duchess. “I haven’t seen anyone. It’s just me and my cheroot.”
Some imp of mischief made him add, “And whatever wild animals that
lurk in gardens at night.”

“Wild animals? In
my rose garden?” The
duchess waved her hand. “I wouldn’t allow it. Besides, there is a
stone fence about the garden.”

“Hawks do not pay attention
to fences,” Charlotte whispered in triumph.

Angus had to stifle a laugh, which he
quickly turned into a cough. “Pardon me, your grace. This cold air
and the cheroot—” He rubbed his throat as if it were sore.

“I have no doubt.” The
duchess sniffed. “I must return to the ball, but if you see Lady
Charlotte, pray inform me. She’s a very dear friend, even though
she has a horrible tendency to wear her hair in curls that do not
become her.”

Lady Charlotte gasped and then whispered
furiously, “I do not. I always—”

“MacThune, speak up!” The
duchess frowned. “I can’t hear you when you mutter.”

He bowed. “I’m sorry, your grace. I was just
saying how amusing this lady sounds.”

“She is quite charming. I’m
trying to find her a husband, you know.”

“A—No. No, I didn’t know
that.” So that is what Charlotte is trying
to escape.

“Yes, though she isn’t
helping as she should.”

“Oh!” Lady Charlotte whispered. “I don’t want to help!”

Angus coughed to cover the sound of her
voice, though he was burning to find out exactly what she
meant.

The duchess nodded wisely. “The cheroots,
eh? Return to the ballroom with me and have a glass of sherry. It
will help your throat.”

“I’ll return to the
ballroom as soon as I’ve had time to recover from this coughing.
The chilled air helps.”

“I suppose it might, but do
not take too long, for your uncle awaits.” The duchess looked about
the garden, frowning. “I must return to the ballroom. Please keep
an eye out for Lady Charlotte. Two gentlemen are waiting to dance
with her, both quite eligible. One has a sad paunch, which I’m sure
could be cured if he would but give up bread, meat, and whiskey,
but the other one is quite fit.”

“That’s
promising.”

“I thought so, too. Sadly,
he has a bad leg and must put a salve on it several times a day,
but you can barely smell it unless the sun sits upon it for too
long.”

“No, no, and
no,” Charlotte whispered
firmly, making Angus think of angry kittens.

“You are muttering again,
MacThune.” The duchess’s voice was sharp with
impatience.

“I said, ‘Yes, your
grace.’”

“Excellent.” The duchess
turned toward the door. “I’ll tell your uncle you’re returning
soon. I—” She paused. “Lord MacDermott is a widower, isn’t he? I
hadn’t thought of him as a suitor for Lady Charlotte, but he might
be just the thing. I shall look into it at once.”

Angus had to choke back a protest. As much
as he respected his uncle, Angus couldn’t imagine the older,
earthy, food-obsessed MacDermott with a whimsical creature like
Charlotte. “My uncle is not likely to marry so soon after his
wife’s passing.”

“It’s been some years,
surely.”

“Many, but it affected him
quite strongly and he’ll have naught to do with another. Besides,
he’s far too old for Lady Charlotte.”

“How would you know?” The
duchess sounded surprised. “Have you met Lady
Charlotte?”

“I assumed she was younger
than my uncle as you are trying to find her a husband. Am I
wrong?”

“She’s not a young lady,
no. But she’s not a matron, either. But she needs an older man,
someone with a firm hand. She’s had her independence far too long
and she’s quite stubborn and—“ The duchess frowned. “None of this
is your concern and I’m sure you don’t wish to hear it. I must
return to the ballroom, but if you see her, pray send her to
me.”

“Yes, your grace.” Angus
expected Lady Charlotte to fume over the duchess’s plotting, but no
sound came from the shrubbery. Too angry
to talk, I daresay. I don’t blame her. “If
I see her, I will send her to you.”

“Very good. Thank you,
MacThune.” With that, the duchess swept inside, the door closing
loudly behind her.

Angus waited for a moment to make certain
the duchess wasn’t returning and then he turned to where Charlotte
was hidden. “So, you are hiding from matchmakers, too, are
you?”

No sound filled the garden other than the
musical fall of the fountain.

“Charlotte?” He stepped
into the narrow space between the shrubberies where she’d been . .
. but all he found was the faintest whiff of her
perfume.

Without a word of goodbye, Lady Charlotte
had made good her escape and had left Angus alone in the
garden.
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Charlotte buttered her toast, stealing a
glance from under her lashes at her companion.

Margaret, the Duchess of Roxburghe, sat
across the table, her lips pursed in displeasure. She wore an
impressive red wig, which complimented her fashionable blue morning
gown, a modern confection of lace-trimmed muslin. To her left,
sleeping near the fire, six fat pugs snoozed in snoring piles of
varying colors and sizes.

Charlotte’s nerves eased as she looked at
the pugs. They were such dear creatures: Feenie, Meenie, Weenie,
Beenie, Teenie, and Randolph. As if sensing her distress after the
ball, sweet little Beenie had followed Charlotte to her bedchamber
and kept her company as she struggled with her unpleasant thoughts.
Charlotte wondered if she should knit the pugs new coats with bows
at the neck. It would be difficult to do, as none of them were of
the same size, but—

“You are thinking about the
dogs again.”

“How did you
know?”

“You are staring at them
with an odd smile on your face. You always think about the dogs
whenever there is something you don’t wish to think about.”
Margaret’s concerned gaze narrowed. “Is something wrong, Charlotte?
You look unhappy this morning.”

“You seem
upset.”

“I have a reason; I threw a ball so you could find a suitor, and
you left in the middle of it and were not seen again.”

“Oh that.” Charlotte bent
her head and applied an extra swipe of butter to her toast, her
lace cap sliding perilously over one of her ears.

Margaret’s bright blue gaze locked on
Charlotte’s cap. “I thought we’d agreed you’d stop wearing those.
You’re not in your doddering old age, you know. There’s no reason
to dress like it.”

“I like my
caps.”

“I don’t,” Margaret said
firmly. “Dowagers wear lace caps. Unfashionable
dowagers.”

“I’m old enough to be a
dowager.”

“Nonsense! I’m older than
you and I’m not old enough to be a dowager. Not that I’ll admit,
anyway. Besides, you don’t look a day over twenty-two.”

Charlotte had to smile.

Margaret’s lips quirked in answer. “Fine.
Thirty years old, then.”

Charlotte waited.

“Pah! Stop that. You don’t
look a day like your forty-two years, and I refuse to admit
else.”

“I am the age I am and I
don’t wish to change it.”

“Neither do I, but that
silly cap is more appropriate for a sixty year old widow than a
fresh-faced, kind-hearted lady in the prime of her life. Pray
remove it. My fingers itch to snatch it from your head.”

Charlotte sighed and unpinned the cap from
her brown curls, folded it neatly, and tucked it into her pocket.
That done, she reached for the marmalade.

Margaret watched.

Charlotte paused, her hand on the spoon.
“Would you like some?”

“No.” Margaret picked up
her teacup and sighed dramatically. “I’m sure I couldn’t eat a
bite.”

It was an obvious invitation to ask why she
was so upset, which Charlotte prudently ignored. Instead she said,
“Very well,” and then slathered marmalade on her toast.

It was hard to maintain her air of calm, for
she felt as if she were in a ship that was slowly sinking into a
sea of unwelcome thoughts.

Ever since she’d met Angus in the garden
last night, her thoughts had been in turmoil. She’d barely slept a
wink, stirring restlessly in her bed until well into the wee hours
of the morning. Had it not been for Beenie arriving to snuggle on
her feet, Charlotte would have never gotten any sleep at all.
Because of the dog, she’d had to stay very still to keep from
waking it, and had fallen asleep herself in the process.

Now, all she wanted to do
was climb back into bed, and pull the covers over her head. She’d
never expected to see Angus Reeves again, and certainly not looking
so different, so . . . powerful. He’s now
the mysterious Viscount MacThune and not simple Mr. Angus Reeves; I
must remember that, too.

Only she really didn’t need
to remember it, for she had no intention of seeing him
again. It had been twenty long and
sometimes lonely years since they’d parted, but over time, she’d
found her way free of the memories and was now quite happy with her
life. Or she had been until Margaret had decided Charlotte needed a
spouse of her own. Charlotte had been hoping against hope that her
friend’s attention would wander to another soul in need of a
husband or wife. Someone who might present a great, and thus more
interesting, challenge. Someone who wants
to find the love of their life.

She took a bite of her toast and suddenly
remembered the day Angus had left those many years ago. He’d been
standing on the deck of a large schooner as it had slowly rolled
out of the harbor toward the open sea, the wind blowing his hair,
his face pale and set. Never once had he looked back.

To this day, whenever she
smelled the ocean, her throat clamped shut,
and tears would well unexpectedly. Oddly enough, her throat and
eyes were doing that very thing right now.

Shocked, she hurriedly put her toast back on
her plate and reached for her napkin.

Aware of Margaret’s sharp gaze, Charlotte
pretended to sneeze, which gave her an excuse to dab at her eyes
afterward.

Margaret’s displeased expression softened.
“You aren’t catching the ague, are you?”

“No, no. Just dust, I’m
sure. This morning, I spent an hour selecting some books from the
library.” Which was true. She’d looked for the most boring books
she could find, hoping that tonight, they’d help her
sleep.

“I’ll ask Mrs. Lind to have
the room dusted.” Margaret poured herself some tea. “Why did you
leave the ball without telling a soul? I had to make excuses to no
less than eight men who wished to dance with you.”

Charlotte tucked her kerchief back into her
pocket. “I didn’t leave exactly. I merely stepped out for some
fresh air and I forgot to come back.”

“Forgot?” Margaret set her
cup back into the saucer with a snap. “You did not
forget.”

“Yes, I think I
did.”

“Charlotte, I threw that
blasted ball for you, and yet you disappeared the second the music
began. I spent weeks – weeks, mind you – pouring over the
guest list, making sure to invite every mature eligible bachelor
and widower in town!”

“That was the problem. All
of those men, looking so sad and alone and – well, I can’t help
them all.”

Margaret puffed out her
breath in exasperation. “You aren’t supposed to help any of them. You’re supposed to
pick the best of the bunch and let them court you.”

“But Margaret, I don’t wish
to be courted. I’m happy as I am.”

Margaret snorted and then pulled the
marmalade jar to her side of the table. “You need a husband. They
don’t grow on trees, you know. Nor can you find them between the
pages of those novels you like. And you certainly won’t find one
while you’re tucked into a chair by the fireplace, knitting.
Husbands can be found standing around at balls, riding in the park,
and once in a great while, sleeping in a box at the theater. I know
these things; I’ve matched many an excellent couple, and well you
know it.”

Charlotte sighed. “Yes, yes. I do know, and
I’ve helped you with many of those matches. I just don’t wish one
for myself.”

Margaret harrumphed. One of the dogs lifted
his head to look in her direction. “You do, too. You just don’t
know it.”

Randolph, the oldest pug, rose and then
waddled to the duchess and stood looking up at her with a wagging
tail. Margaret’s stern expression softened and she bent and lifted
the animal into her lap. “Randolph agrees, don’t you, little
one?”

Randolph’s fat spring of a tail whirled in
happiness as the duchess rubbed his ear.

“Though wise beyond his
years, Randolph knows nothing about what would make me happy.”
Charlotte winced as her friend’s lips thinned. “Margaret, please. I
would rather you didn’t bestir yourself on my behalf.”

Margaret cast her eyes heavenward. “Why oh
why do you resist my efforts? You know I must win in the end.” The
duchess pinned Charlotte with a clear gaze. “Can you tell me
honestly that not one man stirred your interest last night? Not
even a little? Did you dance with Lord Rotherwood? He was quite
taken with you and asked about you several times. What about Lord
Kent? He seemed promising except for being prodigiously short and
somewhat given to spitting when he talks.”

Charlotte stuffed toast into her mouth.

“That will not help. I’ll
wait until you’ve swallowed and simply ask my questions
again.”

She would, too. No one was as determined of
spirit as Margaret. It was one of the reasons Charlotte liked the
duchess; one always knew where one stood with her. But today
Charlotte was finding that characteristic somewhat annoying.

Charlotte swallowed her toast and then took
a sip of tea. “I’m deeply sorry I left your ball early.” Especially
as her escape had failed miserably and had, in fact, thrown her
into the arms of the one man she’d least wished to see. “It was
overwhelming.”

Margaret pursed her lips. “Perhaps I got a
little carried away and should have started with something simpler,
like a dinner party.”

“That would have been
easier than a ball.”

The duchess took a bite of her toast and
chewed thoughtfully. “Maybe I’ll host a dinner party, just a small
one, you and a few couples, and several of the more promising
mature men from the ball and—”

“Margaret, please! It’s
very nice of you to wish to find me a husband, but you are making
me miserable.”

“Pish! You’ll be very sorry
if I stop.” The duchess wiped her fingers on her napkin, and then
templed them before her. “Perhaps I’ve been too quick in this. We
should slow down a bit, and discover what character traits you are
most drawn to in a potential mate.” She looked expectantly at
Charlotte.

Charlotte stifled a sigh. “I don’t know.
I’ve never thought about it.“

“Then do so now. What
things come to mind when you think of the perfect man?”

Instantly, Charlotte had an image of Angus,
large and dark, with his chiseled jaw line. Her face heated as she
hurried to say, “I would like a man who knows what he wants.” Which
was as unlike Angus as possible. Or it had been. She supposed she
didn’t know who he really was now.

“That’s a good start. What
else?”

“One who doesn’t disappear
when things are difficult.” She could name a few men who had that
flaw right now, but she wouldn’t. “I like a man with a good sense
of humor, too.”

“One of my favorite
traits.”

“It’s very
important.” Angus’s deep chuckle had been
nice, and there was something about him when he smiled—
She impatiently shook the memory away. “I also
like a man who looks and smells like a man should.”

“And how is
that?”

Tall, broad-shouldered,
and with a cologne made of exotic— Oh dear, that’s Angus,
too. Heart sinking, she realized she was
gripping her knife as if she were about to stab something. She
relaxed her hold and cleared her throat. “I can’t really describe
it.”

“Were there no men last
night who drew your attention at all? Think about it carefully, and
do not think you are making a commitment by merely admitting an
attraction.”

“None of them,” Charlotte
said.

“Not a one? Not
even—”

“None,” she repeated
doggedly. Which was a blatant untruth, for one had interested her
far more than she’d wished. A man with silver eyes, and with such a
sensual line to his mouth that merely thinking about it made her
shiver.

The years had changed him greatly. He was
deeply tanned from foreign climes that he seemed a different
person, and harder somehow. But the parts of his character she’d
loved the most – his laugh, the way his eyes crinkled when he
smiled, the way he could look at you as if he never wished to look
at another woman – were exactly the same.

At one time, she’d thought
she and Angus were destined to be together forever.
I believed it, too. I believed it with all of my
heart. But fate had something different in mind.
Angus had something
different in mind.

It was all so confusing. Why, oh why,
weren’t there patterns for love, the way there were patterns for
knitting? It would make life so much easier.

Margaret rubbed Randolph’s ear, and the dog
panted happily, his tongue lolling out of his gray muzzle. “We’ll
definitely have a dinner party. It’s important to see potential
mates as they interact with their peers.”

“Why?”

“So you could compare them.
It’s rather like looking at chickens at the market. You
think you have the
largest one, until you see the others and realize that, no, the
grocer lied to you and you have an ordinary, pale, uninteresting
chicken that snores when he sleeps and has no funds whatsoever
and—Charlotte? Are you even listening?”

She nodded dutifully. “Chickens. No
funds.”

“Perhaps it would help if I
draw a diagram. Then you could see the benefits of making
comparisons and—”

A soft knock heralded the butler, MacDougal.
Tall and angular, he crossed the room to the table and bowed. “Good
mornin’, yer grace.” He turned to Charlotte and, beaming at her,
held out a small silver salver on which rested a single card. “Me
lady, a gentleman has come t’ see ye.”

Margaret brightened.
“I knew someone
would call after the ball! Who is it? What’s his name?”

“‘Tis a Viscount MacThune,”
MacDougal said.

Charlotte started to open her mouth to make
her excuses when Margaret frowned. “MacThune?” She waved her hand.
“Tell him Lady Charlotte is not in.”

Charlotte closed her mouth, her back
stiffening.

“Aye, yer grace.” Looking
disappointed, MacDougal bowed and turned to leave.

“No! Wait!” Charlotte
said.

The butler froze in place, half turned.

Charlotte turned to Margaret. “Why should we
tell MacThune I’m not in?”

“It is kinder to depress
his intentions up front, my dear. He’s not the sort to make you
happy.”

While Charlotte might agree with Margaret’s
assessment, it seemed unfair that the duchess would make such a
personal decision without so much as a by your leave. “You don’t
know him.”

“I’ve only spoken to him
briefly, but I know quite a bit about him. His Uncle MacDermott is
a special friend of Roxburghe’s.”

“The name seems familiar.
So that’s the viscount’s uncle?”

“Oh yes. When I’m at Floors
Castle, MacDermott and Roxburghe often stay at White’s and work on
legislation for the House of Lords. They are quite in sympathy on a
number of issues.”

“What does MacDermott say
about his nephew?”

“He thinks highly of the
viscount, but it’s obvious MacThune’s situation is far from good.
For one, he lives in India and rarely visits England. That won’t
do. Plus, even when he is in town, the man is nearly a hermit and
rarely goes into society. His appearance last night was very
unusual, and yet what did he do but hide in the garden all by
himself and smoke cheroots? You, my dear, need a much more outgoing
person.”

“I do?”

“Oh yes, to balance out
your lack thereof. He’s also said to be very impatient, and – while
I hate to admit this aloud, I must – he’s so brown after being in the tropics.”
Margaret wrinkled her nose as she poured more tea into her cup.
“Most ungenteel.”

Charlotte clenched her jaw. She had no wish
to have anything more to do with Angus; just seeing him in the
garden had upset her peace more than was acceptable, but to hear
him maligned in such a way and by someone whose opinion she held
dear was almost painful.

“MacDougal, you may go.”
Margaret helped herself to some bacon from a silver
dish.

The butler turned toward the door again.

Charlotte stood in such a rush that her hip
bumped the table and rattled the china.

The butler stared, the door partially
open.

Margaret’s brows rose. “What are you
doing?”

“MacDougal, inform Lord
MacThune I’ll be down shortly.”

The butler cast an inquiring glance at the
duchess, who – after a stern silence – nodded once. Looking
relieved, he bowed and left.

“Margaret, I’m sorry, but I
must see him at least this once.”

“I don’t understand. Do you
even know him?”

“He was in the garden last
night when I left the ball. We spoke briefly. It was nothing,
really.”

“Goodness! And
unchaperoned, too! I’m glad no one found out. But you met him, and
that does make a difference, I suppose.” The duchess seemed to
consider this for a moment. Finally, she nodded wisely. “I
understand.”

Charlotte’s heart thudded hollowly.
“Oh?”

“Lud, yes. He is obviously
interested in you, but – as you’ve said – you met no one at the
ball who interested you, so it’s not reciprocated.”

“Yes, yes. That’s
it.”

“If you just send him on
his way without seeing him, it’s very likely he’ll return for
another visit. And another and another. He has no polish. Living
abroad has ruined him, and his uncle says he’s damnably impetuous,
too. It would indeed be best if you go to him now, and send him
away in a firm, but kind manner. That will save you the irritation
of having to do it later on.”

Charlotte realized she was still holding her
napkin and she’d somehow twisted it into a knot around one of her
hands. She untangled it and placed it on the table. “I’ll be back
shortly.”

“Very good, my dear. When
you return, we’ll go to Bond Street and look for some new bonnets.
Something better than those horrid caps you seem to
like.”

“Very well.” Charlotte
gathered herself and then left the breakfast room. Once in the
hallway, she paused before a mirror, pulled her lace cap from her
pocket, arranged it upon her brown curls, and pinned it in place.
As she did so, she leaned closer and looked at her reflection. She
didn’t look forty-two, but she most assuredly appeared as a woman
in her thirties. Her skin was good, but faint wrinkles marked the
corners of her eyes. And her brown hair, always thick and curly,
had a smattering of silver at the temples. Not much, but
enough.

This is who I am and if
it’s not enough for Angus Reeves or anyone else, then that’s their
loss. She pinched her cheeks to give them
some color, and then, her shoulders straight, she marched
downstairs to the sitting room.

As she reached the landing, two footmen
stood at attention and opened the doors. With a deep breath, she
entered the room.

Angus was standing by the long set of
windows that ran along one wall, his hands clasped behind his back.
He turned toward her as she’d entered the room, watching her every
move with somber silver eyes. He made no move to come forward until
the footmen stepped back into the hallway, leaving the doors open
as was proper. Only then, did Angus drop his hands to his side and
walk forward. Now, in the full brunt of sunlight, she could see him
clearly and marvel at the changes the moonlight had only hinted
at.

He’d been slender as a youth, and pale, too,
which had made him seem romantic, like a poet. Now he was big,
broad, and hardened, his face lined with the harshness of his
experiences. She wondered what had happened to carve those lines.
There were so many things about him that she didn’t know.

She caught his gaze, his
expression so intent that it sucked her breath away.
Dear God, he might take my hand, his bare skin
upon mine. Her heart thudded wildly.
He might even press his lips to my
fingers. A shiver danced up her spine and
settled in her stomach.

If her unbridled reaction to his touch last
night had been any indication, such contact was neither necessary
nor desirable.

And oh, had her reaction been unbridled.
She’d had to force herself to even breathe, and then she’d had to
deal with the most muddled of thoughts that had left her babbling
about wild animals and oh, all sorts of things.

Today, she needed her wits about her, so
before he could reach her, she scurried to the chairs by the
fireplace. She stood beside one and gestured to the other, which
was a satisfactory distance away. “We can sit here.”

He paused, his brow lowering. “You are
running from me.”

“No, I’m not. I’m just
sitting down.” Her face hot, she sat in her chair, her skirts
puffing as she dropped into the seat. She spied one of her knitting
baskets by one side and she gratefully collected it into her lap
like a shield. “I’m quite tired today; I was up quite late last
night what with the ball and whatnot.” She found her needles and
tugged out a ball of yarn. Then she tucked the basket away and
stretched out the scarf she’d been making for one of her nieces.
“I’m not usually so frivolous as to stay up so late. It was quite
fatiguing.”

“So it was.” He came
closer, but instead of taking the chair she’d indicated, he took
his place by the fireplace, leaning one arm against the mantle, and
looking at her with a hot silver gaze. “I had to see
you.”

A flutter danced through her stomach and
then rose to her chest. She had to catch her breath before she
could say, “And here I am.” She hated the false jocularity of her
voice, but it was all she could muster.

“I wished to talk to you
today, although I didn’t expect to do it from such a distance.
Perhaps the settee—”

“No.” The word snapped like a book falling on a marble floor. She
cleared her throat. “I’m confortable where I am.”

“Fine. Stay where you are.”
His gaze roamed over her. “You’ve taken to wearing caps, I
see.”

Charlotte stiffened. “I like my caps.”

“I like them, too.” He
smiled faintly. “It’s just that I prefer you in something more . .
. frivolous.”

What did he mean by that? And why, oh why,
did she feel so breathlessly pleased by it?

His gaze traced over her face, and then
flicked down to her lap where she held her knitting needles. “You
knit now, I see. I never imagined you as a knitting sort of
woman.”

“You left almost twenty
years ago. Neither of us are the same.” Which was especially true
of him.

“You still read, though.”
He didn’t ask.

She nodded and knit faster. There were two
things she did for relaxation – reading and knitting. If she had a
particularly good book, she’d try to do both, with a book propped
open before her, but such nonsense had resulted in two sweaters
with uneven sleeves and a number of scarves that were far longer
than was safe for the wearer, so she now refrained from combining
the two.

But knitting now, with Angus so close, did
not relax her a bit. If anything, her harried nervousness
translated through her needles into the yarn and she found herself
knitting very, very tightly, so tightly that her needles were soon
caught into knots and she had to stop, unloop the yarn, and then
force herself to proceed at a slower, calmer pace.

That done, she shot him a look from under
her lashes. “I hope you enjoyed the ball after I left, or did you
stay in the garden?”

“I was forced to join my
uncle and spend an agonizing hour pretending to be interested in a
woman so young that I felt as if I were tending someone’s child
while they napped.”

Her lips quirked. “Such is the burden of
age.”

“I never think of age when
I’m with you.”

“You used to.”

“I felt as if you thought I
was less mature than you.” His silver gaze darkened. “Something I
fear I proved was indeed the case: you were much more mature than I
was. For that, I am truly sorry.”

“Angus, please, there’s no
need to continue.”

“Yes, there is. We must
talk about this.” The words were brusque and brokered no
argument.

She raised her brows. “Whatever’s happened
to you over the years, you’ve gotten very good at ordering people
about.”

His brows knit as he said stiffly, “I’m not
ordering you to do anything; I’m merely stating the obvious – there
are things that must be said.”

Her needles clacked a bit louder. “Then say
them. I can’t promise to agree, but I will listen.”

His jaw tightened. “Fine. It seems we have
different concepts of how things ended between us.”

“I know how we ended; you
gave up on us and sailed away.” Her needles clacked a bit louder.
“Nothing you say can change the past. It’s there. It’s set. It’s
over.” She paused and looked up at him. “We should leave it where
it is – in the past.”

“You truly believe that
there is no more to be said? No explanations to make? Because I
have explanations to give, and questions to ask. Some that I’ve
wondered about for almost twenty years.”

So did she, but the thought was painful.
“Feeding those ghosts will just encourage them. We should leave
well enough alone.”

“No. Now that I’ve met you
again, I would have answers. We left so many things left unsaid,
you and I.”

“You left without giving
either of us time to do so,” she snapped, startled at her own
vehemence.

“I know.” His voice had
turned gruff with meaning. “I feared the pain of that meeting, of
saying goodbye. I thought – mistakenly, I now know – that the
faster I left, and the less said, the easier it would be.
Charlotte, I’m truly sorry for that.”

Of all the things she expected to hear, an
apology wasn’t one. She tugged more yarn from the ball and looped
it on her knee. “Our last meeting didn’t show either of us to
advantage. You were angry at my father’s refusal to allow us to
court, and I—” She paused. “I was frustrated you wanted his
approval more than mine.”

Angus’s brow lowered. “I had to have his
approval, otherwise we couldn’t marry.”

“There were other things we
could have done. We could have proven to him by our longevity that
we were meant to be. Shown him that we were not children playing at
Romeo and Juliet, but mature adults. Did you ever think of that?
No, you were so angry, so certain that without his consent, we had
no future.”

“You think he would have
softened over time?”

She could tell by Angus’s tone that he’d
never imagined such a thing. “We’ll never know, will we?”

“I never thought that. He
said no, and I assumed that was that. Bloody hell.” Angus rubbed
his neck as if it ached. “I was a green youth, only nineteen.
Everything seems permanent when you’re nineteen. And, like a fool,
I reacted as if it was. Meanwhile, you kept saying there was hope–”
He gave a laugh that ended in a groan. “That infuriated
me.”

“It infuriated me you were
so quick to quit, to walk away, and without even a goodbye.” She
dropped her gaze to her needles, absently watching them fly, glad
the tears that burned her eyes seemed unable to escape. “Father was
right; we were both too young.”

His gaze narrowed, his silver eyes pinned on
her face as if he would memorize her expression. “Charlotte, why
did you send me away? Why did you say you didn’t love me
enough?”

“I didn’t!” Her fingers
trembled and she lifted her gaze from the partially finished scarf.
“I said there wasn’t enough love in the world to overcome the
obstacles we faced, not when our biggest obstacle was your lack of
belief in our future.”

Angus found it difficult to meet her steady
blue-gray gaze. Was that what she’d said? He’d heard something far
different. He’d heard the doubt in her voice and, refusing to admit
his overreaction had given her just cause, he’d angrily assumed the
worst – that she didn’t love him enough.

Damn it, what did I
do? He’d been an impulsive youth, and he’d
allowed his impulses, and not his heart, to guide him.

Charlotte’s bottom lip
quivered, ripping at his heart. “I loved you, Angus. Enough to
oversee all obstacles. You are the one who didn’t love enough.” She blinked and he could
see the tears in her eyes. “I kept hoping you’d decide we were
worth fighting for, but instead, you just left.”

“I was hasty; I see that
now. But I didn’t give up on you, or even us. It was the world that
was against us, fate; that was what I gave up on.”

“No. If you’d really loved
me, nothing would have turned you from us. But I was just as big of
a fool as you. Even though I watched you sail from sight, I
believed you’d return, filled with plans to win my father over, or
with a carriage ready for Gretna Green. But that never happened. The days
became weeks and then months and then years and then—” She bent her
head and began to unwind yarn, her motions jerky. “It wasn’t meant
to be.”

He looked at the lace cap, sitting so
prettily on her brown curls, and wished he could see her face. “You
watched me sail for India?”

“Father told me you were
leaving. I didn’t believe him at first, but he seemed so certain,
so I went to the docks.” She swallowed. “Your ship had just left
the slip. You were on deck, looking out at the sea, your cloak
lifting about you. You looked happy. Excited, even.” She pulled out
her sewing basket and dropped her knitting back into it, and then
tucked it neatly by her seat. “There was no reason to discuss this.
We are as far apart as ever.” She stood, facing him. “But I’m glad
we had this conversation. Now, we can genuinely admit that there’s
nothing more to say.”

“No, there’s one more
question left.” He pushed himself from where he’d been leaning on
the mantle. “Where do we go from here?”

Her gaze met his, and in that second, he
realized what was the biggest difference between this Charlotte and
the one he’d left all those years ago. The old Charlotte had been
full of hope, forever planning for a future that had been as bright
as the sun in the sky, but this Charlotte was resigned to her fate.
There was a deep wariness in her eyes, a wall of caution that hid
her thoughts.

I caused that.
His heart in his throat, Angus closed the distance
between them. “Charlotte, don’t—”

“No. Angus, this is the
goodbye we never had. And this time, it’s final.” She turned from
him.

He captured one of her
hands and tugged her back to face him. “I don’t accept that. What
was between us before is still here. I can feel it.
You can feel
it.”

“You don’t know what I
feel.”

“I know this.” And with that, he swept her
into his arms, capturing her mouth with his. At the first touch,
passion swept over him, heating his body until he couldn’t think.
She gasped against him, her lips parting beneath his. He thrust his
tongue against hers. She stiffened as if to resist, but then she
shuddered and grasped his coat with both hands as she pressed
herself to him, as eager for him as he was for her.

His body thrummed with passion and he slid
his hands to her waist and—

“Ahem!”

He released her and they both stepped away
from one another, flustered and panting.

The butler, his gaze fixed firmly on the
ceiling, said in a passionless voice, “Pardon me, yer ladyship, bu’
her grace needs her seal to send some letters by post. ‘Tis in the
desk by the window.”

“Yes, yes. Of course.”
Charlotte’s hands fluttered over her hair, her gown, tugging and
patting, trying to put herself to rights as though her flaming face
hadn’t already betrayed them. “Lord MacThune was just leaving. I—I
must go, as well. Someone—Margaret needs me. I think I heard her—”
As Charlotte spoke, she whisked herself out of the room and
disappeared out the doorway, leaving Angus behind.

Left alone, he and the butler eyed one
another. Angus refused to speak first, waiting for the older man to
break the silence.

After a long moment, the butler finally said
in a frosty voice, “Shall I fetch yer hat and gloves, me lor’?”

“No, thank you. They are on
the table in the hallway; I’ll get them myself.” Angus walked past
the butler and into the hall. He had just collected his hat and
gloves when the duchess came sailing down the staircase, a stack of
small envelopes in one hand.

“MacDougal, did you find
the seal?” The duchess stopped upon the bottom step as she saw
Angus. “Lord MacThune, are you still here?”

“Apparently so.”

She crossed the foyer, a considering look in
her bright blue eyes. “Actually, it’s good you’re still here.”

“Is it?” he said
stiffly.

She flipped through the envelopes in her
hand, removed one, and held it out. “This is for your uncle. I’m
inviting Lord MacDermott for a small dinner party and was going to
post the invitation, but you may carry it to him instead.”

Angus took the envelope. “Of course.” All he
wanted to do was find Charlotte, but now was not the time.

The duchess cocked a brow at him. “Pray
don’t mention this to your uncle, but I think he might be a good
match for my friend.”

Bitterness flooded through Angus, but before
he could speak, she patted his arm in a kindly way. “Yes, yes, I
know you had thoughts in that direction, but she needs someone far
more assertive than you, my dear. She’s too independent by half,
and you—”

“You don’t know
me.”

“No. I don’t, I suppose,
but I have a sense about these things. You need someone younger,
more pliable.“ Her gaze narrowed suddenly. “Come to dinner with
your uncle. I believe – No, I’m certain I might know the woman for
you, too.”

“That’s very kind of you,
but I must decline.“

“Nonsense. Come. You’ll
thank me for it later.” She nodded to a footman, who hurried to
open the front door. “Be here at eight sharp. There will be some
music before dinner. Not too much, for I want people to talk, but
enough that you will not wish to miss it.”

Angus thought of a million replies, none of
them polite. It took all of his self-control to bow over the
duchess’s hand and leave, the invitation stuffed into his
pocket.
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The next morning, a cock’s crow rudely
awakened Lord MacDermott who found himself staring at the ceiling,
unable to fall back asleep. Cursing his neighbor’s ill-advised
attempt at keeping chickens in his back garden, MacDermott arose,
dressed, and drearily made his way to the breakfast room.

Though he’d rung for his valet a half hour
earlier and ordered his chef be awakened to provide breakfast,
MacDermott still managed to surprise his footmen who’d never seen
their master up before noon. “Blast the lot of you,” he told the
gawking servants. “’Tis unusual, I’ll grant you tha’, but ‘tis no’
the end of the earth. One of you, stop your starin’ and bring me
some food!”

That had sent the fellow scampering, though
it did little to soothe MacDermott’s frayed soul.

Still huffing, he made his way to the
breakfast room where, to his surprise, he found his nephew
finishing a cup of coffee, a plate of eggs and ham before him. “I’d
wish you a good mornin’, but to my way of thinkin’, such a thing
does no’ exist before noon.” MacDermott sank into a chair at the
table. “Did tha’ bloody bird awaken you, too?”

Angus set down his cup. “No. I was already
up.”

“It startled me near to
death. I’ll ha’ him for dinner if he dinna watch his
manners.”

“That would teach
him.”

MacDermott picked up that sat envelope
beside his plate. “Wha’ is this?”

“It’s from the Duchess of
Roxburghe. An invitation to a dinner party, I believe. I saw her
grace yesterday and she asked me to bring it to you.”

MacDermott opened the missive and scanned it
quickly. “A dinner party, eh?” He pursed his lips and reread it.
“She must be matchmakin’ again. ‘Tis the only explanation.” He
refolded the note and put it back into the envelope, and then
slipped it into the pocket of his robe. “If Margaret is breathin’,
then she’s matchmakin’. She dinna stop.”

“I’m surprised her husband
hasn’t anything to say to it.”

“Och, poor Roxburghe. The
mon resigned himself to her high jinx years ago. The things one has
to do for peace in one’s own house.”

Angus nodded absently. After a moment, he
pushed his plate aside.

“No’ eatin’, are
you?”

“I’m not hungry.” Angus
raked a hand through his hair. “I’m not sleepy. I’m not anything
right now.”

MacDermott noted that the
lad’s hand seemed to shake. Och, wha’ is
this? “You look a mite upset.”

His gaze flickered to MacDermott and then
away, as if afraid of revealing too much. “By the by, Aunt Beatrice
and I are taking Mother home tomorrow.”

MacDermott’s throat closed and he wondered
how much ill news a man could take before breakfast.

Before he could gather his wits, Angus shook
his head. “It’s not like that. Mother turned the corner late last
night. There’s no more fever.”

“None?”

“Not a bit. Aunt Beatrice
sent a note this morning. It’s as we’d hoped; Mother is responding
to the treatment.”

MacDermott let out a whoosh of air. “Thank
goodness! I was certain you were preparin’ me for the worst.”

“No, no. But Aunt Beatrice
thinks Mother will fare better in the countryside, for it’s quieter
there.”

“And the
doctors?”

“They are surprised at her
progress.” A ghost of a smile touched Angus’s mouth. “Mother likes
to surprise people.”

“Tha’ she does. It’ll take
some effort to get her and her things back to Scotland, for I know
how she travels.”

“Yes, she has to have her
own bed, plate, and sheets. Add to that more clothing than any one
person should own, and the possessions of the dozens of servants
she deems necessary for her comfort, and you can see why I’m glad
Aunt Beatrice is here to help.”

“I remember when your
mither moved to London. It looked as if a caravan of tinkers had
arrived in town.”

“It’s going to be a long
few days as we’ll have to travel at a snail’s pace with so many
wagons and coaches.”

“Your mither will be moody,
too. But dinna worry, laddie. I’ll go wit’ you, and do wha’ I can
to keep her occupied during the journey. She does like a rubber of
whist now and again; ‘twill pass the time.”

An odd smile flickered over the lad’s face.
“A few days ago, I would have told you such an effort was
unnecessary, that I could handle the arrangements myself.”

“But now?”

“Now, I think I’ll just say
thank you.”

Despite the fact his stomach was growling,
MacDermott beamed. “Och, wha’ are families for but to help one
another o’er the bumps in life.”

Angus nodded and for the first time,
MacDermott noted the circles under the lad’s eyes. “Is something
else botherin’ ye, lad? Something other than your mither?”

“I discovered that I made
an error many years ago and I have no idea how to fix
it.”

“It sounds as if you’ve
been bitten in the arse by regrets.”

“I hadn’t thought of it in
those terms, but yes. There are things I wish I could
redo.”

“Regrets help no one, lad.
Best leave them oot of your mind.”

“It’s not that
easy.”

“Sure it is. Are you sorry
for wha’ you ha’ done or wha’ you havena’ done? Whichever ‘tis, go
oot and fix it.”

“Just like that. Just ‘fix
it.’”

MacDermott shrugged. “Do you ha’ a better
idea?”

Angus managed a humorless smile. “Sadly, in
this instance, I’m dealing with more than my own feelings.”

“Och, a woman. I should ha’
known. Tha’ complicates things a wee bit, but no’ so much tha’ you
should be losin’ sleep. I can tell you this: whate’er has happened,
if you dinna act now, you’ll be sittin’ at another breakfast table
in ten years or so, all alone and wishin’ you’d done
somethin’.”

Angus rubbed his neck. “She says she has no
desire to revisit the past. I don’t blame her; I was a fool.”

“Aye, but you ha’ to say
wha’ is in your heart.”

“She doesn’t want to hear
it.”

“Laddie, make her listen.
Say it o’er and o’er. Or write it in a poem. Or yell it fra’ the
back of a horse while wearin’ a suit of armor. They like tha’. Or
stand upon your head and refuse to stop until she agrees to speak
wit’ you. Or climb into her window and—Bloody hell, must I think of
e’erythin’?”

Despite the sinking in his
stomach, Angus laughed. “No. I understand what you’re saying.” It
was possible his uncle was right. That’s
the error I made before, giving up on Charlotte too soon. I won’t
repeat that mistake. Ever.

“Do you mind me askin’ you
somethin’?”

“Of course.”

“This lady . . . is it
love?”

It had always been love,
even after I left, but I was too stupid to admit it.
“Yes.”

“Then wha’ are you waitin’
on? Find her and tell her how you feel. Tell her now, so your
appetite returns. I hate to see good food go to waste.”

Angus had to laugh. He slid his plate across
the table to his uncle. “Here. Take it.”

MacDermott brightened. “You dinna mind?”

“I couldn’t eat a bite.”
Angus considered his options and thought about Charlotte’s face
this morning. Finally, he nodded. “You’re right; Charlotte might
not wish to hear what I have to say, but she needs to know how I
feel. She deserves that much, at least.”

“Tha’ is my boy.”
MacDermott cut a piece of ham. “Aye, you lovely breakfast!” He took
a bite, and then sighed happily. “Tha’ almost makes oop for being
awakened by tha’ demmed bird.”

Angus stood. “Enjoy your breakfast, Uncle.
I’ll be back before you leave for your dinner party.” With that, he
left his uncle to his meal.
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“Randolph,
please stop panting so
loudly,” Charlotte whispered to the dog as he padded down the hall
after her. “You’ll awaken Margaret. Once she’s up, she’ll want us
to do something for her blasted dinner party.” It was an unusual
hour of the morning and Charlotte, unable to sleep once again, her
mind too full of Angus and his kiss, had finally risen and
dressed.

Pinning her lace cap in place, she had
hurried down the hallway to the stairs to find breakfast. But as
she’d passed the door to the duchess’s suite, Randolph had appeared
as if from nowhere, panting and grinning.

He followed her now, sounding like a
wheezing farm horse pulling a cart uphill. She reached the stairs
to the foyer and started down, only to be halted by Randolph’s
whines.

She hurried back up to the dog, who wagged
his tail joyously. “You can take these stairs,” she whispered.
“Just put your paws—”

The dog barked.

“Shhhh!
You have to be quiet. And no,” Charlotte added, “I
won’t carry you.”

The gray-muzzled old pug seemed to feel the
rebuke in her tone, for he hung his head and peered up at her with
a morose gaze.

“Don’t look at me like
that. I’m immune.” But somehow, less than five minutes later, she
found herself carrying the hefty dog down the stairs. “I’m only
doing this to keep you quiet,” she told him as she puffed from his
weight. “You really need to be put on a reducing diet.” She set him
on its feet in the foyer. “Whew!
You’ve gained at least five pounds since we
arrived in London. You should watch the cake.”

Randolph couldn’t wag his tail harder.

She scratched his ear. “It looks as if we’re
the first ones to rise, which is nice. I’ll have time for a quiet
walk before Margaret is up and trying to force me into meeting men
I’ve no wish to-”

“There you are, slugabed!”
The duchess sailed out of the dining room and into the foyer, her
morning gown of green fluttering about her. She stopped and turned
to face the four footmen who followed. “You have your instructions,
so off with you.”

They bowed and then hurried down the hallway
to the servant’s entrance.

Margaret watched them with
satisfaction. “They are fetching flower arrangements for the dinner
party. This will be the
dinner party of the season, I’m sure of
it.”

“I thought it was going to
be small?”

“Smallish.” The duchess bent to pat
Randolph. “How is momma’s little boy? Soooo adorable!” After a
final pat, she straightened. “There’s still quite a lot to do.
I—Oh, Mrs. Lind!”

The housekeeper, who’d been hurrying toward
the front parlor, stopped in her tracks. “Yes, your grace?”

“Are the maids polishing
the silver?”

“All of them, your grace.
I’ve been overseeing it, as they’re wont to miss spots if I don’t
watch.”

“And dinner is
set?”

“Indeed, your grace. We’re
making partridges, a side of beef, turtle soup and – oh, many
things! I placed the menu on your desk in case you wished to make
changes. We won’t start to cook until ten.”

The duchess looked pleased. “Perfect. Thank
you, Mrs. Lind.”

“You’re quite welcome. Did
Mr. MacDougal deliver the message that came this morning, your
grace? He was looking for you in order to do so. It came this
morning while you were speaking with the footmen.”

“No! I haven’t seen him,
but I’ll find him now. Thank you, Mrs. Lind.”

The housekeeper curtsied and then left to
oversee the silver polishing.

Margaret frowned. “I hope none of my guests
are cancelling at the last minute. That’s always so annoying.” She
started to turn, but then stopped. “Charlotte, you’re wearing a
cap.”

Charlotte lifted her chin. “I like it.”

“Well, I don’t.“ Margaret
eyed Charlotte’s mulish expression and then sighed. “Oh, very well.
Wear it today, if you must, but not
at dinner and not
out of the house.”

“Of course.”

A noise down the hall announced the arrival
of MacDougal. The tall, angular butler held a letter in his gloved
hand. “Your grace, there you are.”

“You’ve a letter for me, I
hear.”

“Aye. It came no’ twenty
minutes ago and seein’ how ‘twas marked ‘important,’ I thought it
best to deliver it right away.”

“Thank you.” Margaret held
out her hand.

He handed her the letter. “I couldna’ put it
on the letter salver as it was being polished with the rest of the
silver.”

“We will make an exception
this once.” The duchess opened the missive and scanned it, an odd
expression crossing her face.

Charlotte watched with concern. “Has someone
cancelled on your dinner party?”

“No, no. Nothing so dire.”
Margaret folded the letter, a bright smile on her face. “It’s a
reminder of something I’d forgotten. I just—MacDougal!”

“Aye, yer
grace?”

“My fireplace.”

The butler blinked. “Yer fireplace, yer
grace?”

“It puffed horribly this
morning. I was going to ask one of the footmen to look to see if a
bird has built a nest in the chimney, but they are all busy. Could
you look at it?”

“Of course, yer
grace.”

“Good. Charlotte, while
MacDougal and I are examining the chimney, would you be a dear and
fetch the silver punch bowl from the top shelf in the pantry? The
one the Duke of Claridge gave Roxburghe on his birthday. Mrs. Lind
is too busy overseeing the silver polishing.”

She stifled a sigh. There went her calming
morning walk. “I would be glad to help in any way I can.”

“I knew I could count on
you. Here’s the key to the pantry.” Margaret pulled a large iron
key from her pocket and handed it to Charlotte. “Come, MacDougal.
If it’s a bird, I wish to shoo it out before the evening fires are
set.” She sailed up the stairs, the butler trailing
behind.

The house seemed strangely silent as
Margaret’s voice faded into quiet.

Charlotte looked down at Randolph, who still
sat at her feet. “All of this for a dinner party. I daresay she’s
invited twenty bachelors and no women, so I’ll be forced to speak
to them all and—”

A rapid knock sounded on the front door.

Charlotte glanced around,
but no footmen appeared. Oh yes, the
flower arrangements.

The knock came again, more insistent this
time.

“I suppose we’ll have to
answer that,” she told Randolph.

He panted happily and followed her to the
door.

She opened the heavy panel. “I’m sorry, but
no one is available this mor—” She stiffened. “Angus? What are you
doing here?”

Angus steeled himself against the momentary
pang her obvious disappointment caused him. “I came to talk to
you.”

“We said all there was to
say yesterday.”

“No, we
haven’t.”

A fat pug popped his head around the door
and panted happily at Angus.

“At least one creature is
happy to see me.”

“Randolph doesn’t know
what’s good for him. I do.” She tried to close the door.

Angus put his boot against it. “Just one
minute, and then I’ll leave.”

Her gaze met his, and something flared in
them, something honest, like a flash of recognition. Hope warmed
him head to toe in one glorious moment.

She released the door and moved away, the
fat pug waddling after her. “You shouldn’t be here. Her grace is
hosting a dinner party this evening, and all of the servants are
busy.” She stopped by the bottom of the stairs and faced him, her
arms crossed, her chin in the air. “But fine. You’re here and
you’ve won your way inside. Just say what you came to say, but
hurry; I don’t have a lot of time. I’ve things to do.”

On the drive here, Angus had silently
practiced his speech over and over. He was going to calmly tell her
that they’d both made errors – he far more than she – but the time
had come to move beyond those errors. He would tell her to give him
another chance – just one – and he would prove he was a different
man, a better man, than the one who’d left all those years ago.

In his mind, it had sounded very compelling.
But now, facing the mutinous line of her chin, and the very
distracting way her full breasts were being pushed into her
neckline over her crossed arms, he couldn’t remember a single word
of his carefully prepared speech. Thus it was, given a chance to
right his wrongs, all he could do was stare at her and think of how
lovely she looked in the morning sun spilling through the
windows.

She threw up her hands. “Just go. You can
let yourself out.” She turned and marched down the hallway, the pug
sending Angus a curious look before it waddled after her.

If the pug knew better than to quit, so did
Angus. Cursing himself, he shut the front door, and then followed
Charlotte down the hallway, catching up to her just as she turned
the corner.

She gave a frustrated sigh on seeing him.
“What are you doing?”

“I came all this way to
talk to you and I’m not leaving until I do. I’d practiced it, you
know. My speech. But I didn’t expect you to demand a command
performance the second I entered the house.”

She stopped before a slender door and swung
it open. “I don’t want speeches from you.”

“What do you want?”

Her gaze darkened. “I must fetch a punch
bowl from the pantry for Margaret. Wait for me here.”

He glanced down the narrow, stone-lined
stairs. “I’ll come with you.”

“That’s not
necessary.”

“It will make your task go
more quickly.” He was already halfway down the steps. “Where is the
pantry?”

“Angus, just—”

But he was already in the kitchen.

Gritting her teeth, she dashed after him,
the heels of her slippers clattering on the steps.

Randolph whined.

She stopped to look back at the dog. “I
won’t be but a moment.”

The dog whined again, but plopped onto the
floor at the top of the stairs as if he understood, his paws
hanging off the top step.

Charlotte caught up with Angus at the bottom
of the steps, whisking past him and into the kitchen. Tables and
shelves lined the large, whitewashed room, while small bundles of
fragrant dried herbs hung from exposed rafters and perfumed the
air. The long tables were staged in preparation of the coming meal,
small bags set here and there, some ingredients already measured
and in cups, waiting to be mixed.

Charlotte pulled out the key and opened the
pantry door. The room was dark, so she reached for the lantern that
hung on a hook. “Since you’re here, you might as well be useful.”
She handed the lantern to Angus. “Please light this.”

“Of course.” He took the
lantern from her and went to light it.

While he did so, she
squinted in the dark room and looked at the rows and rows of
shelves, wondering which held the silver bowl. I should have asked for more directions.

Angus returned with the lamp, holding it
high so that the golden light touched most of the room. They walked
among shelves that held jars of marmalade and jellies, sacks of
coffee, canisters of tea, wax paper wrapped delicacies, boxes of
extra china, rows of glassware, and more. Along one wall was a neat
stack of bagged flour, the empty bags piled beside it in a large
heap.

“Good God, how will you
find anything in here?”

As he spoke, his shoulder brushed hers, a
warmth traveling through her at the touch. She put some space
between them. “Mrs. Lind can find things without even thinking, but
then she organized this room. Fortunately, it’s a very large punch
bowl. It shouldn’t be too difficult to find.”

“You’d think not.” He
frowned. “Is there one place for the silver?”

“The heavy place settings
are by the front door, in those wooden boxes. The platters and
serving trays are on those shelves there. And the larger pieces . .
.” She walked to the back wall, scanning the shelves.

He followed, holding the lantern higher. The
pool of light caught the glimmer of silver on a high shelf.

“There it is!” They stopped
over a pile of empty flour sacks, and went to the shelf.

“Here. Let me.” Angus
placed the lantern on a lower shelf and, with some effort,
retrieved the heavy bowl. “This is massive.”

“Normally, it’s only used
at Christmas. I have no idea why Margaret needs it tonight. It’s so
large, I always imagine the dogs swimming in it. Once it’s warmer,
I may take it to the garden and see if they’d like it.” She
retrieved the lantern from where he’d left it, and then led the way
back down the row of shelves. “I wonder if Margaret is hoping to
try a new punch recipe at her dinner, although I would think she
might have mentioned it before today.” As Charlotte spoke, she
turned the corner and then halted. “You closed the
door.”

He glanced past her, frowning. “No, I
didn’t.”

“You were the last one
through.”

“Perhaps the wind caught
it.” At her lifted brows, he sighed. “I don’t know how it came to
be closed, but I didn’t do it. Let’s just open the damned thing;
this blasted tub is heavy.” Now leading the way, he went to the
door and, with the bowl resting against his hip, pushed against the
heavy panel.

Nothing happened.

He pushed again, harder this time.

Watching, Charlotte’s heart
thudded against her ribs as she began to think through the events
of the morning. Oh no! Oh no, oh no!
Margaret, you wouldn’t! Charlotte placed
the lantern on a barrel of salted pork and hurried forward to try
the handle herself. It rattled, but didn’t unlatch. “It’s
locked.”

“Perhaps it’s just stuck.”
He put the bowl on the floor, and tried again, this time putting
all of his weight on the handle and the door both. After a few
moments, he stepped back. “You’re right; it’s locked. I don’t know
how, but it is.”

“Someone locked us in
here.”

“Who would want to do
that?”

“Someone who would like to
see us together, even though she swore she didn’t think you an
acceptable suitor.”

His brows knit. “You think
the duchess locked
us in here?”

“Who else?”

“She’d have nothing to gain
from such silliness. Perhaps the door blew closed and the tumblers
fell into place.”

She glared at him.

He threw up his hands. “It was just a
thought.” He dropped his hands back to his side. “We’ll have to
wait for someone to come by. We should yell for help.”

“No one would hear us. Oh,
she’s a clever one, she is. Margaret has the maids and Mrs. Lind
polishing silver upstairs, and the footmen out running errands, and
then she took MacDougal upstairs with her. I bet she doesn’t have a
bird in her chimney, either.”

Angus’s lips twitched. “One never
knows.”

“This is not
funny.”

“No, indeed, although to be
honest, I can think of no one I’d rather be stuck in a pantry
with.”

Charlotte’s irritation
faded a bit under the warm look Angus gave her. But it wouldn’t
do. That’s exactly what Margaret would
want. “I refuse to play her games. We’ll
stay here because we have no choice, but we will not talk, because
that’s what she wants. She wants us to reconcile, and then she’ll
take all of the credit.”

His brows rose, a faint smile curving his
lips. “That will never do.”

“Never.”

“Then what do you propose
we do?”

“We wait. We have no
choice.”

“Hm.” He took a long look
at the shelves behind them, and then began to walk slowly down the
nearest aisle, peering onto each shelf as if searching for
something.

“What are you
doing?”

“If we’re to be trapped
here, then we might as well be comfortable. Come. We will foil the
duchess’s evil plan by sitting in comfort while not speaking a word
of reconciliation.”

“That would serve her
well.”

“Consider it done.” He
walked to where the stack of flour bags rested. He sorted them into
two separate piles, side by side against the wall.

She watched, noting the way
his muscles ripped over his shoulders. Blast it, every time he moves, I find myself watching.
There was something about a man who possessed
natural athletic grace. Something intriguing. Something deliciously
breathtaking. Whatever it was, it didn’t help her at
all.

She’d been so determined to do things right
this time, to leave what was left of their relationship with her
pride intact. And yet every time she was near Angus, her pride
seemed silenced, while other, more persistent voices dominated her
thinking.

He bowed and gestured toward the pile of
flour sacks. “Your bed, my lady.”

“Seat.”

“It’s too large for a
seat.” At her flat look, he sighed. “Fine. It’s a seat.”

“Thank you.” Even though a
puff of flour arose as she sat, it was surprisingly
comfortable.

He didn’t take the matching seat, but
wandered about the room, looking at the various shelves, pulling
out boxes and peering inside. “If what you say is true, then the
duchess is in my corner. I find that hard to believe.”

“So am I. I’ve not said a
word to her about you, so she cannot know our history. But this is
exactly how she works, all intuition and against common logic,
planning ‘accidents’ that throw people together, and believing
she’ll prevail.”

He pulled a box from a high shelf and looked
into it. “So I’m against common logic and intuition, am I?”

“Even you must admit that’s
true, considering our history.” She leaned against the wall and
pulled her knees up, looping her arms about them and tucking her
skirts closer to hold in some warmth. “I should have been
suspicious when she declared I shouldn’t speak to you when you came
to visit yesterday.”

“And that makes you think
she wishes us to be together?”

“She never says what she
wants. Instead, she schemes, and tries to make it seem as if fate,
and your heart, have led you where you end up. When I see her next,
I’ll—“ She couldn’t find the words.

“You’ll hit
her?”

Charlotte’s eyes widened. “No!” She followed
his gaze to where her hands were balled into fists and she
instantly released them. “Nothing so violent. I was going to give
her a piece of my mind is all.” She grimaced. “Although lately,
that would be the same as being struck with a feather.”

His soft laugh filled the quiet. “Your mind
is very sharp. You’ve cut me with it several times today.” He
pulled another box from a shelf, exclaiming as soon as he looked
inside. “Ah! There you are.” He pulled out a bottle of brandy.
“Success!”

“It’s morning.”

“And we’re stuck in a
pantry. Unusual times call for unusual measures. Besides, a tiny
bit will warm us. It’s chilly in here.”

That much was true.

He took the bottle and made his way to
another row of shelves where rows of glasses rested, finally
stopping by the flatware to procure a knife.

Soon he was sitting on his pile of sacks and
pouring brandy into the two water goblets. He handed one to her and
then lifted his glass in a toast. “To us.”

“No, to our freedom. And to
keeping Margaret from interfering.”

“However you wish it.” He
took a swallow, nodding in satisfaction. He leaned his head against
the wall behind him, and a companionable silence overtook them.
“This reminds me of another time.”

“Which time is
that?”

“We sat in a cellar not too
different from this one, and partook of some forbidden drink. A
whole bottle, if I remember correctly.”

She chuckled. “Oh yes. My father’s wine
cellar. That’s where we first—” Her cheeks heated and she took a
hurried drink to cover her embarrassment.

“Where we first made love,”
he finished. “I will never forget that night.”

Neither will I.
She took another drink, this one much larger than
the first few. She winced at the burn of the liquid as it went
down. “I can’t believe we’re stuck here.”

“It’s odd, to be sure.” He
took another swallow, stretching his legs before him and crossing
them at the ankles. “I wonder how the duchess expects to know if
we’ve followed her unspoken directive. These four walls look very
thick.”

“She’ll have a set time in
mind and think it will be long enough to wear us down. She thinks
she knows everything, which is most
annoying.”

“No doubt.” He took another
drink, and for a short while, they sat in silence, both wrapped in
their own thoughts.

It was an oddly peaceful moment, and
Charlotte found herself relaxing the tiniest bit.

“Ah, your brandy is almost
gone.” Angus poured a splash more into her glass.
“If it was the
duchess who did this – and I’m not convinced it was – what will
satisfy her requirements enough to win our freedom?”

“Total
capitulation.”

He lifted a brow. “And what does this
‘capitulation’ consist of?”

“We would have to admit
we’re in love with one another and wish to marry.”

“Both of us?”

She nodded.

He whistled. “That’s a tall order.” His warm
gaze traveled over her, lingering on her mouth. “Not for me, but
for you.”

How am I to answer
that? Feeling much put upon, Charlotte took
a sip, now enjoying the small, warm trail the drink made as it
trickled down her throat. “It’s an impossible order.”

His gaze locked with hers. “Not for me,” he
repeated once again, but softer this time, his voice caressing.

Charlotte found it hard to
swallow. “It’s . . . it’s impossible.” Isn’t it? Yes, yes, of course it’s impossible.
“We tried this before and it didn’t work. It would
never work now.”

“Never say never, love.”
Angus added a wee bit more brandy to his glass and then placed the
bottle on the top of the barrel beside him. “I just realized
something. But it may be that you don’t wish to hear
it.”

“Is it about
us?”

“Yes.”

“Then I don’t wish to hear
it.”

“Fine. I understand. It’s
just that . . .” He glanced at her. “It’s rather
profound.”

She stared at the closest shelf.

“But simple for all that.
To be honest, I’m surprised we didn’t think of it
before.”

She counted to twenty in French.

He shook his head. “It’s funny how something
can be so obvious, and yet so secret, too. It’s—”

“Oh, blast it! What did you
suddenly realize?”

A faint smile touched his
lips. “The trouble with our old relationship was my lack of
commitment, my lack of follow-through. But the trouble with our
new relationship, is
you.”

Her mouth dropped open.
“Me? How can you
say that?”

“Look at the facts. I’m
willing to move forward; you are not. I’m willing to take a chance
on us; you are not. I am ready to see where this might lead, but
you are not. See? I’m not the one living in the past. You are. The
problem is simple; you’re still angry.”

She stared at him, unable to believe he’d
even suggested such a thing. “I’m not angry. Not any more.”

He pointed to her hand, the one not holding
her glass with a death grip.

She unfisted her hand. “That proves
nothing.”

“And your voice. It’s
always so soft, so breathless, and oh-so-sensual.”

Her heart fluttered as his voice
deepened.

“But every once in a while,
it sharpens like a knife on a whetstone, and sparks fly from your
eyes. Though you may not know it, you are angry.”

She stared at him, taking in the strong line
of his jaw, the concern she saw in his silver gaze. And as she
looked at him, she saw herself. Felt her emotions boiling inside
her heart.

She blinked once. Twice. She put her glass
down. “Goodness, you’re right; I am angry.”

His silver gaze darkened and his hand came
to cover hers. “I know.”

“I thought I’d gotten over
it, that I’d outgrown it, but—” She shook her head to clear it.
“I’m still angry with you for leaving. Very.”

“You should be.”

“I’m also angry you
convinced me to believe in you when you didn’t believe in
yourself.”

He winced. “I was a fool.”

“And I’m angry with my
father for refusing to give us a chance – just a chance – to be
together when it would have cost him so little.” Her voice rose
with each word. “I’m angry I feel more loved and cared for by the
duchess than my own family. And I’m angry that I’ve spent years
– years, Angus –
helping other people find true love when I’ve had none of my own.”
Waves of fury made her hands shake, but she merely fisted them and
continued. “I’m angry Margaret feels she has the right to lock us
into this bloody pantry as if we were sheep to do her
bidding.”

She took a deep breath and caught the
surprise in Angus’s eyes. “That’s quite a list.” He pursed his
lips. “Is it all?”

“No. As angry as I am at
all those things, I’m even more angry at myself.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m glad Margaret
locked us in here. Because without her efforts, I would never have
had the courage to tell you this.” She swallowed. “Angus, I still
care for you. I don’t want to, but I do. And while I don’t wish to
begin another relationship with you, for I think the pain would be
too much if it didn’t work, I do want this.” And with that, she
leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.

Charlotte was fairly certain Margaret hadn’t
imagined there would be kisses, but it was no longer about
Margaret, but about Angus. It was about happiness and the future
and all of the things Charlotte feared. Her spectacles slipped on
her nose, and she stopped long enough to toss them aside. Without
giving Angus time to breathe, she kissed him again, twining her
arms about his neck.

The kiss deepened, silky and hot. Angus
slipped an arm about her waist and pulled her close, never breaking
the kiss. He’d been holding his glass, but somehow it was gone and
as she kissed him, he slid her into his lap, his powerful arms
holding her. Once there, the kiss deepened, he stroked her back,
her sides, her breasts. Her nipples tightened at his touch.

She moaned and leaned into him, clutching
his lapels and tugging him forward. One ripped, but she ignored it
as he leaned her back against the pile of flour sacks and lowered
himself beside her.

His hand ran over her hip, to her thigh, and
down to her ankle. There, he slid his warm fingers under her skirt
to cup her calf, his touch hot and demanding. She stirred
restlessly against him.

His teased her lips open and danced his
tongue against hers. He tasted of brandy, and promises, of starlit
nights, and Angus. She couldn’t resist the delicious warmth as he
thrust his tongue against hers, making her writhe with a want she
instantly recognized.

Suddenly, every thought she possessed
disappeared. All that was left was a white-hot passion that
consumed her from head to toe. God, but she wanted this. Wanted
him. She’d always wanted him, she realized. She’d never
stopped.

His hand slipped up her leg to her knee,
pushing her chemise aside as he went. She tugged at his coat,
helping him remove it and tossing to aside so she could attack the
buttons on his waistcoat.

He helped and soon it was gone, as well. He
released her and rocked back on his heels to tug off his shirt. She
watched him with hungry eyes, noting his flat stomach and muscled
chest and arms. He kicked off his boots, his hands going to his
breeches, when he paused and looked at her.

She saw the struggle in his face as he said,
“Are you sure? Charlotte, I will not make any more mistakes.
I—”

She placed her hands over his where they
rested on the buttons of his breeches. With a boldness she never
knew she had, she pressed him back onto their makeshift bed, and
one by one, she undid his buttons.

Angus had never been so tormented by a
woman. Every time she twisted her hand to undo a button her
knuckles brushed his hardness, making him ache anew. To distract
himself from her agonizingly pleasurable progress, he untied her
gown, waiting only until she’d undone his last button to pull her
down beside him where he could tug off her clothing. As soon as he
could, he tossed her gown and chemise to the side and feasted his
eyes upon her lush nakedness.

Every generous curve beckoned, every shadow
intrigued, her ripe plumpness begged to be plundered, tasted, and
tempted.

He pressed himself against her, raining
kisses down her neck, her shoulder, to her breasts. There, he
cupped her breasts one by one, and made her writhe as he worshipped
her large nipples. Her generous body called to him, tormented him,
and made him groan as he attempted to remain in control.

Unable to hold himself back, he pressed
himself between her thighs and positioned his cock at her moist
opening. He forced his tight jaw to unlock. “Charlotte?” The
harshness of his voice broke through her moans.

She heard the question in his voice, her
blue-gray eyes shadowed by her thick lashes as she locked her legs
about him, and answered his unspoken question with a simple lift of
her hips.

With a groan, he sank into her softness as
slowly and carefully as he dared. As if she were delicate and
fragile. As if hurting her would end this moment.

She groaned and tightened
her legs, her thighs surprisingly powerful as they pulled him
closer, tighter, deeper. Until he filled her completely. It was then that he knew
with blinding clarity that she was his, just as he was
hers.

He began to move within her, teasing her
with his tempo, luxuriating in her cries.

She rocked her hips, urging him on. Faster
and deeper, he plundered her softness, took her whimpered cries
with his kisses, and watched with panting satisfaction as she
suddenly stiffened, tilted back her head, and gasped his name,
quivering as wave after wave of passion took her.

As she fell, he went with her, releasing his
tenuous hold on his own passion. With every stroke, he branded her
his. Finally, breathless and damp, they both collapsed against
their makeshift bed, replete and fulfilled.

For a long time, they stayed where they
were, cushioned by flour sacks, her head upon his shoulder, his
arms about her, warming her with his embrace.

Angus rested his cheek on
Charlotte’s silky curls and wished to never leave this pantry
again. He’d never experienced passion with any woman that could
even touch the smallest kiss he and Charlotte shared.
This is rare. So rare. And I walked away from it.
What in the hell was wrong with me? What was I thinking?
But he knew the answer. His pride had done the
thinking, and overridden his heart.

Charlotte placed her hand on his chest and
traced her fingers his crisp hair, her eyes dark with her
thoughts.

He captured her hand and pressed a kiss to
her fingers. “There will never be another woman for me.”

She paused, and then lifted on her elbow,
her hair falling about her in riotous curls. The lamplight cast a
shadow over her face, highlighting her curls and dancing over the
silk of her skin. “You can’t promise that.”

“I can and did.”

She pulled away, sitting up, pulling her
legs to her chest and wrapping her arms about her knees. It was a
forlorn pose, almost childlike, and it weighed upon his heart like
a stone.

He almost reached for her, but calmed
himself. He’d followed an impetuous decision before, one which had
hurt her more than he’d realized. There would be no more hurrying.
No more hurting. “Charlotte, what is it?”

She sighed, reached across their makeshift
bed, and picked up her clothes. In silence, she arose and dressed.
He watched, noting the expressions that crossed her face. He could
almost hear her conversation with herself, the longing and the
doubt both. When she was dressed, she faced him, her gaze finding
him still naked upon the pile of sacks.

Her cheeks warmed with color, but she was
unable to keep the longing from her gaze.

That’s right, my love.
Even after that passionate romp, you still want me. As I want
you. And he did. His cock was hardening
with each look she sent his way, each blush that touched her warm
cheeks.

“No!” She threw up her
hands. “Angus, we can’t do this. I can’t start this again.” The
distress in her voice gave him pause.

Patience, MacThune.
Patience. “Very well, my love.” He stood
and collected his clothes. “But you must
admit we are even better at this today than we were as
inexperienced youths.”

A faint smile touched her mouth. “I don’t
have to admit any such thing.”

He grinned and dressed, pausing to pick up
her spectacles. He approached her and, with the tenderest care,
replaced them on her nose, following the spectacles with a
kiss.

Her eyes filled with tears. “Angus, as
wonderful as it was, I wonder what chance we have? We’ve failed
before. What if this is just a moment’s respite? An anomaly from
being locked away from the world?”

He cupped her face, tracing her lip with his
thumb. “You are the woman I want. I know it without reservation.
The only question left is, am I the man you want? And Charlotte, my
love, that is your decision to make, not mine.”

“Angus, no. Please— I don’t
know what to do.”

“You don’t have to decide
today. You don’t even have to decide tomorrow. Or the day after
that, or the day after that.”

“You won’t care if it takes
a long time?”

“Oh, I’ll care. I’ll care
deeply and passionately. But I’ll care so much that I will wait. I
will wait months, years, decades if I must.”

Charlotte leaned her head against his broad
shoulder, her mind in turmoil. Her body, so gloriously warm and
replete, hummed, but her chest ached with emotion. “I wish it were
simpler.”

“But it is.” He rubbed his
cheek on her hair. “The second I saw you in the garden, I knew the
truth; that while my body had gone to India, I’d left my heart on
that dock. You are everything to me, and always were. I was just
too foolish to realize it.” He wrapped his arms about her and held
her there.

It was so warm and safe within his arms; a
tremor of lingering passion swirled beneath her skin and made her
shiver and burrow closer.

“Ah, my love.” His breath
brushed her temple, warm and tantalizing. “I adore you.” He placed
his hand under her chin and tilted her face to his, placing a kiss
upon her lips.

He’d kissed her before, but this was
different. It didn’t ask, nor seek. It merely gave, warm and
gentle. It offered and teased, as gentle as a whisper, and yet more
powerful even than the passion they’d just shared.

She savored the kiss, sighing with regret
when he finally lifted his head to smile at her. “We must come to
an agreement before our sanctuary has been invaded. Tomorrow, I
must escort my mother home to Scotland.”

Charlotte’s heart sank. “I’d hoped she’d get
better.”

“She has, much to the
surprise of her doctors, but she’s still weak. I dare not allow her
to travel without me. We leave at noon, but I won’t be gone long.”
He pressed her fingers to his lips for a soft kiss. “Tomorrow
morning at this time, I’ll be where we first met. Do you
remember?”

“Hyde Park.”

“Under our tree. Waiting
for you.” He rubbed her fingers along his cheek, his silver eyes
warm. “If we are to continue in this love, it will be because you
have chosen me, despite my flaws and mistakes. Because I can
promise I’ve already chosen you, spectacles and fists, sweet lips
and all.”

Tears flooded her eyes, but she couldn’t say
a word.

His smile held a tinge of sadness. “I don’t
expect you to come the first day, but I will wait. Just know this,
Charlotte, I will return. As soon as Mother is settled, I will wait
under that tree every morning in the hopes that one day, you’ll
come to me there.”

“This shouldn’t be my
decision alone.”

“Charlotte, when you
admitted you were angry, every item on your list was something done
to you by another – me, your father, Margaret, society. All of us
have made decisions for you, wrong decisions. It’s time for you to
choose your own path. I won’t lie to you; I hope and pray you will
choose me. But if you don’t, I’ll still be there, and I’ll still
love you. No matter how many mornings I must stand under that tree,
I won’t give up on us.”

She swiped at her eyes. “And when you’re not
waiting under that tree?”

“When I’m not waiting, I
fully intend on spending my days and evenings wooing you, proving
myself and my heart. I shall shower you with gifts and rides in my
carriage, I will dress you in silks and buy you more books than you
could ever read, and I will vow before the world that you are the
woman I love.”

“And if I decide to never
come to you? What then?”

“I’ll understand. It won’t
be easy, but—”

“Lady Charlotte?” came a
cry from the top of the steps, followed by Randolph’s
bark.

“Mrs. Lind!” Charlotte
stepped out of Angus’s arms and looked around, a startled look on
her face. “My gown is so wrinkled! And I must fix my hair, but
there’s no mirror, and—”

“Easy, love.” He found the
punch bowl they’d retrieved from the shelf. He held it near the
lantern. “How’s this?”

The silver bowl showed her image just enough
to make her wince. She hurried to pin her hair, having to dig in
the flour sacks for her lace cap. She used it to cover the worst of
the mess.

His possessive gaze looked her up and down,
a satisfied smile on his lips. “No matter what you do, you will
still look like a woman well loved.”

She paused, a pin hovering over her ear.
“But—”

The door rattled. “Lady Charlotte?”

Charlotte stepped away from Angus and
cleared her throat. “Yes?” she called.

“How did you get locked in
the pantry?” the housekeeper asked, the maids declaring they
couldn’t imagine how such a thing came to be. “Where is the key?
Oh! It’s in the lock.”

The housekeeper turned the key.

Angus gave Charlotte one last look. “You
know where I’ll be.”

The door opened and Charlotte was swarmed by
chattering maids and a clucking Mrs. Lind.

Mrs. Lind’s sharp gaze took in the open
bottle of bourbon and the stack of flour sacks. She blazed Angus
with a hostile glare even as she bundled Charlotte off, without
giving her time for so much as a backward glance.

Soon, the chattering maids and housekeeper
were gone, their voices fading as they carried Charlotte back
upstairs, leaving Angus alone in the pantry,

He didn’t linger, but made his own way out
of the kitchen, and up the stairs, pausing to scratch the ears of
the little pug who’d stood watch. “Say a prayer for me, little
dog,” Angus told him. “I’m going to need every one I can get.”
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The sun rose over Hyde Park, stretching
shadows across the dewy green grass. The trees rustled with an
early morning breeze, bees humming happily as they hovered over
clumps of flowers. Spring had never felt so fresh.

Angus, leaning against a
huge oak, pulled out his pocket watch and noted the time, his heart
sinking. He hadn’t expected her to come. Not yet. But still, some
small part of him had hoped . . . dreamed . . . wanted.

But it was not to be. In twenty minutes, the
caravan of coaches and carts carrying his mother to their home
would be leaving. He couldn’t wait any longer.

Heart heavy, he straightened from the tree
and took a step—

A parasol rolled onto the path before him,
dancing and hopping with the wind as if carried by an invisible
fairy.

Angus caught it, his heart racing as he
turned.

Charlotte stood in the center of the
pathway, the wind tugging her skirts, and ruffling her curls about
her lace cap, a fat pug on a leash standing at her side.
Charlotte’s silver-blue eyes sparkled with happiness.

Angus wet his suddenly dry lips. “You came.”
His voice cut harshly, his emotions as raw as his heart.

“I had to. I’m sorry I
brought the dog. Randolph saw me leaving and was making too much
noise to be left behind.”

The pug sat as if to say he wasn’t leaving,
his tongue lolling out of his mouth as he seemed to grin.

“Randolph is welcome to
stay.”

“Thank you.” She adjusted
her spectacles and took a steadying breath. “I was up all night,
and all I could think was that you were right; I am afraid. I’ve
been afraid of failing, of being hurt, of making mistakes – so many
things. And I’ve been afraid for so long. I’m done with it. This
time, I’m going to follow my heart, and trust it will lead me to
the place I belong.” She straightened her shoulders. “If we’re to
do this, we’re going to do it right. Do you agree?”

“Yes, of course.” He would
agree to anything she said, would do anything she asked, just to
keep this moment from being a dream.

“I love you, Angus. I don’t
want to, but I do. And there’s only one thing we can do about it.
Only one answer I’ll accept.”

“What’s that?”

She swallowed hard. “Angus Reeves, will you
marry me?”
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From where she sat in a showy phaeton on the
Ring, the gravel covered drive that encircled Hyde Park, the
Duchess of Roxburghe squinted through her jeweled opera
glasses.

“Wha’ are they doin’ now?”
Lord MacDermott asked impatiently. “Are they still just
talkin’?”

“No, now they’re walking
toward one another.”

“Just walkin’?”

“Yes, but
intensely.”

“Tha’ is good, isna’
it?”

“Yes, yes. And now they’ve
reached one another and—Oh dear!” Cheeks red, Margaret put down the
opera glasses. “That’s quite—” She peeked through the glasses again
and then quickly lowered them.

MacDermott took them from her unresisting
hand and eagerly looked toward the embracing couple. After a
moment, he nodded. “Och, now tha’ is talent.”

“He’s not shy, is he?”
Margaret fanned herself. “I’m glad they chose the early morning
before the park is crowded.”

“Aye, ‘twas a well thought
oot plan. Angus, my lad, tha’ is the way to make a lassie your
own.” With a sigh, he handed the glasses back to
Margaret.

She resumed her outlook. “I cannot fault his
technique, once he’s been prodded to use it, that is.”

“Aye. He’s a mite cautious.
I dinna know where he got tha’ fra’, for my side of the family
certainly dinna suffer from it.”

“Roxburghe says you are one
of the most impulsive men he’s ever known and that to sit beside
you in a game of chance is to watch foolishness fight with
fecklessness.”

MacDermott burst into a laugh. “I know my
own limitations, and you’ll no’ often find me playin’ a game of
chance. Not any more.”

“That is very wise of you.”
The duchess watched a moment more, and then snapped the opera
glasses closed and tucked them into her reticule. “I suppose we
should leave before they see us. We’re the only people in the park
other than a few tradesmen who use the pathways as a
shortcut.”

“Verrah good, your grace.”
MacDermott hied the horses forward, and drove the carriage down the
lane, in the direction of Grosvenor Place.

Her grace let out a happy sigh. “MacDermott,
I cannot thank you enough for coming to me once you realized your
nephew’s lost love.”

“I should thank you, for I
couldna’ ha’ helped him on my own. The lad is a stubborn one.
Besides, why would I e’en try when I know the best matchmaker in
town.”

“It was a challenge, for
Lady Charlotte was hesitant to re-engage with MacThune, and rightly
so.”

“Aye, he’d been a cad,
though I dinna think he meant to hurt her.”

“Men never do. I’m good
that you knew their story, for I was at wit’s end trying to get
Charlotte to join in a search for a husband. I’d suspected there
might be an old hurt at the bottom of that poor decision, but I had
no way of knowing whom or when – for a chatterbox, she can be
amazingly quiet about her own thoughts. I even went to her father
and asked if he knew of an old attachment, but he shut me out as
surely as if I’d been an impertinent servant.”

“Tha’ bounder!”

“The earl is a gudgeon. He
remembered MacThune well enough, but didn’t wish to share any
information. But he came around quick enough once I informed him
that the viscount is now quite wealthy. The years poor Charlotte
and her beau have wasted don’t bear thought. But now look at them!
In love, and ready to love. They match quite well, don’t
they?”

“Like a hand in glove, your
grace. Like a hand in glove.” He turned the team down a wide,
tree-lined avenue, wending his way between two rickety coal
carts.

“I wonder if they’ll go to
India?” The duchess’s face fell a little and she had to blink back
tears before she said, “I shall miss Charlotte.”

“Och, they willna’ be
leavin’ any time soon. The laddie will wish to be close to his
mither while she recovers, and tha’ will take a while.”

“Very true.”

They rode in companionable silence for a
full moment before MacDermott added, “I canno’ believe they dinna
find the bottle of champagne we left them in the pantry.”

She gave an exasperated noise. “Nor the
scones, nor the candles, nor the blankets and pillows I left upon a
shelf right at eye level, too. They found none of it! I promise you
that if I were locked in a cellar with a handsome man, I’d look for
all sorts of things to increase the romantic atmosphere.”

MacDermott chuckled. “I ha’ no doubt, your
grace. No doubt at all.” He pulled the phaeton to a halt before the
duchess’s grand house. “Pray tell Roxburghe I am in debt for the
loan of his charming wife.”

The duchess waved a hand. “Tell him
yourself. Come to breakfast, MacDermott. And don’t act as if you
have anything better to do.”

“Will there be anythin’ at
the ready to eat? ‘Tis horridly early, you know.”

She allowed a footman to assist her down
from the phaeton. “One of Roxburghe’s less redeeming qualities is
that he enjoys mornings. He’s always up at this time of the
day.”

“Och,
blasphemy!”

“So I tell him. Now come to
breakfast.” When MacDermott hesitated, she added, “There’s always
bacon. A lot of
bacon.”

“Is there? How can I say no
to tha’?” With a cheerful whistle, MacDermott tossed the reins to
the waiting groom, climbed down from his phaeton, and joined the
duchess on the walkway. There, he proffered his elbow in a stately
manner. “Shall we, your grace?”

“Yes, please.” They walked
toward the doorway. “You know, MacDermott, it’s odd for a man of
your fine taste and standing to be without a wife. If you’d like I
could—”

He came to such a sudden halt that Margaret
was two paces ahead of him before she realized it. He shook his
head at her, glaring under his bristly eyebrows. “Nay.”

“MacDermott, even you must
agree you would be happier with a loving, genteel
companion.”

“I wouldna’ mind a
companion, bu’ I’m no’ so interested in a wife.”

The duchess’s smile slipped. “You need a
wife. Every man needs a wife.”

“Ballycock. If ‘tis a wife
ye’re thinkin’ of, then leave my bachelor bones be.”

She laughed. “Bachelor bones, are they?”

“Aye, bachelor bones they
are today, and bachelor bones they’ll be tomorrow, do wha’ you
will.”

“Oh my! That sounds like a
challenge. I do love a good challenge.”

He caught the glint in her eyes and groaned.
“Wha’ was I thinkin’, acceptin’ an invitation to breakfast wit’ a
known matchmaker? I sold my freedom for naught bu’ a plate of
bacon.”

She tucked her hand in the crook of his arm.
“I will be gentle, my good friend. You won’t even know it has
happened until it’s too late.”

“Tha’ is wha’ I am afraid
of.”

She patted his hand as she led him into the
house. “Come, Lord MacDermott, bacon awaits.”
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