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            Chapter One

         

         A soft flutter of air stirred the emerald-dark leaves, releasing the faint scent of oranges. Drawing a deep breath, the Earl of Wrexham slid back a step deeper into the shadows of the large potted trees. He closed his eyes for an instant, pretending he was back in the steamy plains of Portugal rather than the gilded confines of a Mayfair ballroom. The caress of sticky-warm humidity against his cheeks was much the same, though here it was due to the blaze of dancing couples in their peacock finery, not the bright rays of the Mediterranean sun…
         

         “Ah, there you are, John.” The leaves rustled again, loud as cannon fire to his ear, and the earl felt a glass of chilled champagne thrust into his hand. “Your sister sent me to inquire why the devil you are cowering in the bushes when you should be dancing with one of the dazzling array of eligible young beauties.” His brother-in-law gave an apologetic grimace. “Those are her words, by the by, not mine.”

         “Tell her I’ve a pebble in my shoe,” muttered John after quaffing a long swallow of the wine. Its effervescence did little to wash the slightly sour taste from his mouth. “And that I’m simply making a strategic retreat to one of the side salons to remove the offending nuisance.”

         Speaking of removal, he thought to himself, perhaps there is a side door leading out to the gardens close by, through which I can escape from the overloud music, the overbrittle laughter, the overzealous Mamas with marriageable daughters.
         

         “Pebble,” repeated his brother-in-law. “In the shoe. Right-ho. Quite impossible to dance under those conditions.” Henry cocked a small salute with his glass. “If you turn right at the end of the corridor,” he added in a lower voice, “you’ll find a small study filled with exotic board games from the Orient. Our host keeps a large humidor there, filled with a lovely selection of cheroots and cigars from the Ottoman Empire.” A sigh. “I’d join you, but I had better remain here and try to keep Cecilia distracted.”

         “Thank you.” John gave a tiny tug to the faultlessly tied knot of his cravat, feeling its hangman’s hold on his neck loosen ever so slightly. “For that I owe you a box of the best Spanish cigarras from Robert Lewis’s shop.”
         

         “Trust me, I shall earn it,” replied Henry, darting a baleful glance through the ornamental trees at his wife. “Your sister means well, but when she gets the bit between her teeth—”

         “She is harder to stop than a charging cavalry regiment of French Grenadier Guards,” finished John. He handed Henry his now-empty glass. “Yes, I know.”

         In truth, he was exceedingly fond of his older sister. She was wise, funny, and compassionate and usually served as a trusted confidant—though in retrospect it might have been a tactical mistake to mention to her that he was thinking of remarrying.

         My skills at soldiering have apparently turned a trifle dull since I resigned from the army and returned to England, he thought wryly. Bold strategy, careful planning, fearless attack—his reputation for calm, confident command under enemy fire had earned him a chestful of medals.
         

         The Perfect Hero. Some damnable newspaper had coined the phrase and somehow it had stuck.
         

         So why do I feel like a perfect fool?
         

         It should be a simple mission to choose a wife, but here in London he felt paralyzed. Uncertain. Indecisive. In contrast to his firm resolve and fearless initiative on the field of battle. He tightened his jaw. It made no sense—when countless lives were at stake, everything seemed so clear. And yet, faced with what should be an easy task, he was acting like a craven coward.

         Henry seemed to read his thoughts. “It has been nearly two years since Meredith passed away, John. You can’t grieve forever,” he murmured. “Both you and Prescott need a lady’s presence to, er, soften the shadows of Wrexham Manor.”

         “I take it those are also my sister’s words, not yours,” replied the earl tightly, finding that the mention of his young son only served to exacerbate his prickly mood.

         His brother-in-law had the grace to flush.

         “I appreciate your concern,” John added. “And hers. However, I would ask both of you to remember that I am a seasoned military officer, a veteran of the Peninsular War, and as such, I prefer to wage my own campaign to woo a new wife.”

         He paused deliberately, once again sweeping a baleful gaze over the glittering crush of silks and satins. A giggle punctuated the music as one of the dancing couples spun by and the flaring skirt snagged for an instant in the greenery.

         Ye gods, was every eligible young lady in the room a silly, simpering featherhead?
         

         “Assuming I decide to do so,” he growled.

         Why was it, he wondered, that Society did not encourage them to think for themselves? His wartime experiences had taught him that imagination was important. And yet, they were schooled to be anything but original…

         John felt a small frown pinch at his mouth. His military duties might be over, but he had no intention of living the leisurely life of rich aristocrat. He wished to be useful, and politics, with all the intellectual challenges of governance, appealed to his sense of responsibility. As a battlefield leader, he had fought for noble principles in defending his country’s liberties. He felt he had made a difference in the lives of his fellow citizens, so he intended to take his duties in the House of Lords just as seriously…which was why the idea that the only talk at the breakfast table might be naught but an endless chattering about fashion or the latest Town gossip made his stomach a little queasy.

         “Point taken,” replied Henry. “I—” His gaze suddenly narrowed. “I suggest you decamp without delay. It seems that Lady Houghton has spotted us, and I can’t say that I like the martial gleam in her eye.”

         Taking John’s arm, he spun him in a half-turn. “She has not one but two daughters on the Marriage Mart. Twins.”

         “Bloody hell,” swore the earl under his breath as he cut a quick retreat between two of the decorative urns.

         Civilized London was proving to be filled with far more rapacious predators than the wolf-infested mountains of northern Spain.
         

         
              

         

         “Bloody hell,” swore Olivia Sloane as she eased the door shut behind her. “If I had to endure another moment of that mindless cacophony, that superficial chatter, I might…I might…”

         Do something shocking? Like climb atop one of the flower pedestals and dance one of the shimmying, swaying tribal rituals that her father had described in his scholarly papers for the Royal Society?
         

         Olivia considered the thought for a moment, and then dismissed it with a sardonic smile. No, probably not. She was already considered an outspoken, opinionated hellion by Society. And with no beauty and no dowry to her name, it was best not to draw too much attention to her eccentricities. Not that she would ever blend into the woodwork. However, there were her two younger sisters and their future prospects to think about.
         

         “Still, it would be fun to shock the look of smug complacency off all those overfed faces,” she murmured softly. But she quickly reminded herself that she was doing that already in more meaningful ways.

         Looking around, Olivia saw that the room in which she had taken refuge was a small study decorated in an exotic Indian motif of slubbed silks, dark wood, and burnished brass. As her eyes adjusted to the low light, she realized that it was a distinctly masculine retreat, a refuge designed to keep bored gentlemen amused. The flame of the single wall sconce showed a large painted cork bull’s-eye bristling with feathered darts hung on one wall. In the opposite corner, grouped to one side of the hearth, were several brass and teakwood game tables. Cards, dice, an intricately inlaid board with stone markers that she recognized as a backgammon set…
         

         And chess.

         A sudden pang of longing squeezed the breath from her lungs. Her father had taught her to play when she was a child, and over the years they had engaged in countless matches.

         Chess sharpens your mind, poppet—it teaches you to be logical, to be daring, to attack a problem from unexpected angles.
         

         Skirting around a pair of leather armchairs, Olivia made her way into the shadowed recess and took a seat behind the double row of ivory figures, which stood waiting to march into battle against the opposing ebony force. Black and white. And yet, like life, the game was not quite so simple. One had to make subtle feints and oblique moves, one had to be clever at deception. And most of all one had to be willing to make sacrifices to achieve the ultimate goal.
         

         No wonder I’m very good at it, thought Olivia as she fingered the polished king…
         

         “Oh!” It shifted slightly under her touch and a flicker of moonlight from the narrow leaded glass widow illuminated the ornate carving. Olivia leaned down for a closer look. “Interesting.”

         Like the rest of the room’s decorations, the chess set had an exotic Eastern flair. Instead of the traditional European figures, the pieces were far more fanciful. The Knights were mounted on snarling tigers, the Castles were carried by tusked elephants, and all the human figures, including the Kings and Queens, were…stark naked.

         Not only that, observed Olivia. The men were, to put it mildly, all highly aroused.

         “Interesting,” she repeated. The sight of a penis wasn’t at all shocking. She had seen plenty of them before—though mostly in drawings or statues such as these, not in the flesh. Her father, a noted scholar of primitive cultures, had written extensively on tribal rituals for the Royal Society. His notebooks had been filled with graphic sketches, and he had not hesitated to explain his research to his three daughters. Men, he had lectured, held an unfair advantage by keeping women ignorant of the ways of the world. So he was determined that his girls learn about Life.

         Much to the chagrin of his far more conventional wife. Who had nearly had a fit of apoplexy when, several years ago, Olivia had enthusiastically agreed to accompany her father to Crete for a season and serve as his expedition secretary.

         Thank you for such a priceless gift, Papa…though leaving us with a few more material assets would have made our current situation a trifle less worrisome.
         

         But for the moment, Olivia decided to put her practical anxieties aside. She nudged the naked pawn—whose monstrous erection looked more like a battle sword than a fleshly appendage—forward two squares, then reached for the opposing ebony pieces. Playing a solitary game against herself was always an intriguing challenge and would help pass the tedious minutes until it was time to take leave of the ball.

         A second nudge moved the black pawn over the checkered tiles.

         The game had begun.
         

         Lost in thought, Olivia was not aware that someone else had entered the study until she heard a sudden whooshing exhale, followed by satisfied sigh.

         “A room free of simpering ladies. Thank God.”

         She froze as a pale puff of scented smoke swirled in the shadows. Flint scraped against steel and a candle flame flared to life.

         “Lord Almighty,” intoned the same deep masculine voice, though this time he didn’t sound quite so pleased with the Heavenly Being.
         

         Slowly releasing her hold on the ivory Queen’s voluptuous breasts, Olivia looked up and squinted into the silvery vapor. For an instant there was naught but an amorphous blur. Then, as the gentleman took another step closer, the flickering light brought his features into sharper focus.

         For an instant, she couldn’t blink. She couldn’t breathe. Sharp lines, chiseled angles—an aura of strength seemed to pulse from every pore of his face, holding her in thrall.

         But then, willing herself to break the strange spell, Olivia quickly regained control of her wits.

         “Have you never seen chess played before, sir?” she asked calmly, ignoring his gimlet gaze. Honestly, one would think that a man would not look so shocked at seeing a graphic depiction of the male sex organ. Granted there were rather a lot of them, but still…

         “Actually, I am very familiar with the game.” As he lifted his gaze from the checkered board, the undulating flame lit a momentary spark in his dark eyes. They were, noted Olivia, an unusual shade of toffee-flecked brown.

         A powerfully mesmerizing mix of gold-flecked sparks and burnt sugar swirls that seemed to draw her in to a deep, deep vortex of shadowed spice…
         

         She made herself look away.

         “However,” he went on, “I have always been under the impression that it is not an activity that appeals to ladies.”

         “Then you think wrong.” Olivia moved the ebony knight, putting both the ivory bishop—who in this set was depicted as a wild-eyed whirling dervish—and a pawn in danger.

         The gentleman didn’t answer. Drawing in another mouthful of smoke from his glowing cheroot, he studied the arrangement of the remaining pieces for several long moments.

         His reaction was a little unnerving, as was his aura of calm concentration. Olivia wasn’t quite sure why, but her fingertips began to tingle.

         “Which one will you save?” he asked gruffly.

         “The pawn, of course,” she replied.

         A look of surprise shaded his face. Looking up through her lashes, Olivia watched as the low, licking light accentuated the chiseled cheekbones, the long nose, the sun-bronzed skin. It was an interesting face, made even more intriguing by his oddly expressive mouth.

         Sensuous. That was the word that popped to mind.
         

         And like the, sinuous coiling of a serpent, her ribs suddenly contracted, squeezing the air from her lungs.

         With an inward frown, she shook off the unwelcome sensation and quickly shifted the pawn out of danger. “It’s easy to see why if you look three moves ahead.”

         “Strategy,” murmured the gentleman. “You seem to have”—a tiny cough—“a good grasp of the game’s strategy,” he went on as she picked up the whirling dervish bishop by its phallus and placed it aside.

         “Do you think that ladies are incapable of conceiving a plan of attack that requires thinking three or four steps ahead?” She knew the answer of course. Most men were predictable in their prejudices, assuming the fairer sex had naught but feathers for brains.

         Which made his reply all the more unexpected.

         “I have a sister,” he said slowly. “So I am acutely aware of how sharp the female mind can be.” A rumbled chuckle softened his solemn expression for just an instant. “Indeed, their skill at riding roughshod over an enemy’s defenses put the efficiency of many of my fellow officers to blush.”

         He is a military man?
         

         That explained the ramrod straightness of his spine, the hint of muscled hardness beneath the finely tailored evening clothes, the tiny scar on the cleft of his chin.

         The unmistakable impression of steely strength.

         She made herself shift her gaze from the intriguing little nick. “So, you are a soldier, sir?”

         “A former soldier,” he corrected. “Duties here at home made it imperative for me to resign my commission in Wellington’s forces and come back to England from the Peninsula.”

         Olivia returned her attention to the chessboard, but not before muttering under her breath, “There are plenty of important battles to be fought on our own soil.”

         “I beg your pardon?”

         She repeated what she had said in a louder voice.

         His eyes narrowed—in censure, no doubt.

         That was hardly a surprise, thought Olivia bitterly. Ladies weren’t supposed to have opinions about anything meaningful. Especially if they were one of the three poor-as-a-churchmouse Sloane sisters.

         Of course that did not stop her from saying what she thought. It didn’t matter that Society dismissed her as a rag-mannered hellion, tolerated only because of the beauty and charm of her younger sister. She could take a measure of inward satisfaction in knowing there were far more effective ways of being heard…

         Clearing her throat with an exaggerated cough, she added, “If you must blow a cloud, sir, might you do it on the other side of the room?” She had come here for the express reason of avoiding the other guests. With any luck, he would take the hint and go away.

         “I beg your pardon,” he repeated, quickly stubbing out the offending cheroot. “Had I known there was a lady present, I would not have been so ill-mannered as to indulge in a smoke.”

         Olivia gave a brusque wave without looking up. “Apology accepted, sir.” Hoping that silence would help to encourage a quick retreat, she propped her elbows on the table and continued to study the position of the remaining chess pieces.

         The gentleman didn’t budge.

         Repressing a huff of impatience, Olivia pushed the last ivory pawn forward with a touch more force than was necessary. It slid over the smooth marble tiles and collided head-on with its ebony counterpart. With a soft snick, the two erections hit up against each other.
         

         A glint of emotion seemed to hang for an instant on the fire-sparked tips of his dark lashes. But surely she must be mistaken—it was only a quirk of the candlelight that made it appear to be amusement.

         In her experience, military officers were not wont to display any sense of humor.

         “Madam,” he murmured, after another moment of regarding the board with a hooded stare.

         “Miss,” she corrected.

         A frown fitted across his face, but after a tiny hesitation he continued, “I concede that you seem conversant in the concept of chess. But this evening, perhaps, er, playing cards would be a more appropriate choice of entertainment.”

         “I loath cards,” said Olivia. “They require such little mental effort. Chess is far more cerebral.”

         “Indeed. However, in this particular case, it is the, er, physical aspect of the game that is cause for concern—”
         

         “Why?” she interrupted. “Seeing as chess is considered by many to be a metaphor for war, it seems singularly appropriate that male figures display their swords.” A pause. “Sword is a euphemism that you gentlemen use to refer to your sex organ, is it not?”

         His bronzed face seemed to turn distinctly redder in the uncertain candlelight.

         Good—I’ve truly shocked him.
         

         Now perhaps he would go away, thought Olivia, quickly moving one of her pawns to another square. She had been deliberately outrageous in hopes of scaring him off. His presence—that tall, quiet pillar of unflinching steel—was having a strangely unsettling effect on her concentration.

         “You might want to reconsider that particular strategy.” To her dismay, the gentleman slid into the seat across from her and took charge of the ebony army.

         The faint scent of his spicy cologne floated across the narrow space between them, and as he leaned forward for a closer survey of the board, the candle flame flickered, its red-gold fire catching for an instant on the tips of his dark lashes.

         Breathe, she told herself. It was the exotic smoke that was making her a little woozy.
         

         “If I move here,” he pointed out, “you are in danger.”

         His words stirred a prickling sensation at the nape of her neck, as if daggerpoints were teasing against her flesh.

         In and out, in and out. Olivia forced her lungs to obey her silent order as she studied the positions of the pieces. The blood was thrumming in her ears, and for one, mad, mercurial moment, she feared she might swoon.
         

         No—only feather-brained gooseberries swooned. And of all the derogatory comments she had heard whispered behind her back, nobody had ever called her an idiot.

         “True,” she replied to him.

         The sudden scuffling of approaching footsteps in the corridor prevented him from making a reply.

         Damnation. Fisting her skirts, Olivia shot up from the table, belatedly realizing that she had put herself on the razor’s edge of ruin.
         

         Damn, damn, damn.
         

         The rules of Society strictly forbid an unmarried lady from being alone in a room with a gentleman. Her name would be blackened, her reputation would be ripped beyond repair.

         Ye gods, if I am to be sunk in scandal, at least let it be for the right reason, she thought, quickly whirling around and moving for the narrow connecting portal set in the recessed alcove.
         

         Clicking open the latch, she darted into the welcoming darkness of the adjoining room.

         
              

         

         John watched as the lady flitted away in a swirling of shadows, smoke, and indigo silk.

         Who the devil is she?
         

         It had been too dark, too hazy for him to make out more than a vague impression of her face. Arched brows. Slanted cheekbones. A full mouth. And an errant curl of unruly hair—it looked dark as a raven-wing, but he couldn’t be sure of the exact color—teasing against the curve of her jaw.
         

         The lady’s voice had been the only distinctive feature. Slightly husky, slightly rough, the sound of it had rubbed against his skin with a heat-sparked friction.

         He frowned, feeling a lick of fire skate down his spine and spiral toward his…sword.

         Good Lord, had the lady really uttered such an utterly outrageous observation? He wasn’t sure whether he felt indignant or intrigued by her outspoken candor.
         

         “No, no, definitely not intrigued,” muttered John aloud. He shifted in his seat, willing his body to unclench.

         Everyone—including himself—knew that the Earl of Wrexham was, if not a perfect hero, a perfect gentleman. He respected rules and regulations. There were good reasons for them—they provided the basis for order and stability within Polite Society.

         Don’t think. Don’t wonder. Don’t speculate.
         

         No matter that the blaze of fierce intelligence in her eyes had lit his curiosity.

         Granted, she might be clever, he conceded. But a lady who flaunted convention was his exact opposite. And like oil and water, opposites never mixed well.

         “John? John?”

         It was his sister calling. The muted echo of his name was followed by a tentative rapping on the study’s oak-paneled door. “Are you in there?”

         Women.
         

         At the moment, he would rather be pursued by Attila the Hun and his savage horde of warriors.

         The latch clicked.

         Deciding that he had had enough uncomfortable encounters with the opposite sex for one night, the earl hesitated, and then, like the mysterious Mistress of the Exotic Chessboard, he spun around and made a hasty retreat.

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Two

         

         So, Mr. Simmonds, you just write up a detailed description of what you are looking for?”
         

         “Aye, it’s pretty much that simple.”

         “And then you just send it to the newspaper? And it’s published for a great many people to see?”

         The innkeeper smiled at his interrogator. “Well, yes, that’s the whole point, lad. The more people who read it, the more likely you are to find exactly what it is that you want.”

         “See, I told you that’s how it worked, Scottie.” From her perch on the keg of ale, a girl in a sprigged muslin dress fixed her friend with a supercilious smile. “Only you wouldn’t believe me.”
         

         “That’s because you always think you know everything, just because you are a year older than I am. And you don’t—you were wrong about the acrobats at Astley’s.”

         “Well, in this case I was right.” Lucy Simmonds gave a toss of her braids. “You owe me three purple ribbons and a packet of horehound drops.”
         

         Her father was quick to interrupt the exchange. “Why the sudden interest in newspapers, milord? I do hope you aren’t thinking of putting an ad in the Shropshire Bugle for a matched pair of high steppers or a pack of prime foxhounds.” Much amused by the notion, Simmonds burst into laughter.
         

         Viscount Linsley, scion of privilege, heir to the Wrexham earldom—and all of ten years old—gave a rather weak smile. “Ha, ha, ha.”

         “Ha, ha, ha,” echoed Lucy.

         “In any case, I doubt your pin money would cover the cost of a racehorse or fancy curricle. So don’t be getting any ideas. Ha, ha, ha.” Still chuckling at his own joke, Lucy’s father finished inspecting a tray of pewter tankards. “Your father wouldn’t like it above half. High stickler, the earl is. As is quite proper for a gentleman of his exalted position. Let’s not give him any reason to regret your friendship with Lucy.”

         Setting an earthenware jug on the counter, he poured each child a glass of lemonade. “So, you best be heading back to the manor after you finish this, else we’ll be having Withers rattling his saber in our faces.”

         “Your father’s valet is a bit of an ogre, Scottie,” remarked Lucy.
         

         Simmonds smiled. “Off ye go, lad,” he said, and then stepped outside to await the arrival of the Tunbridge Wells mail coach.

         “Jem says Withers is always scowling, as if he had a bayonet sticking up…where the sun doesn’t shine,” added Lucy, once she was sure her father was out of earshot. She made a face. “Wherever that is.”
         

         “Dunno,” said Prescott. “But don’t expect me to ask my tutor to explain it. Last time I repeated one of Jem’s sayings to him, I couldn’t sit down for two days.” He blew out his breath. “Withers is not a bad sort, I suppose. Father says it’s because he’s used to ordering soldiers around that he sounds so gruff.”

         Lucy exaggerated a snarling growl.

         “Between him and my tutor, I can’t ever step out of line. Not that they are cruel,” added Prescott. “Just…strict.” His sigh ended in a bit of a sniff. “At least I have you to talk to. Even though you can be a real nit at times.”
         

         Abandoning her earlier smugness, Lucy bit her lip. The occasional brangling aside, the two of them were best friends. “You still miss her a lot don’t you?”

         Both Prescott and Lucy had lost their mothers within several months of each other. The Countess of Wrexham had fallen victim to the influenza epidemic, while Mrs. Simmonds had, along with her newborn infant son, succumbed to complications of childbirth.

         “Yes. I miss her awfully.” Prescott swiped his sleeve across his eyes. “And Father never laughs anymore, and the Manor is always so quiet. I overheard the housekeeper say that we need a lady’s touch to add cheer to our lives. Mayhap she’s right, but…” He blew out his breath. “But I have to prevent Father from making a Big Mistake.”

         “You know, you may end up in the suds if you go through with this plan,” warned Lucy. “If Wilkins the Wasp finds out about it, he’ll probably birch your backside so hard you won’t be able to sit down for a fortnight.”

         “I know. And yet it’s worth a try.” Slanting a sidelong look, he asked, “Are you still willing to help? You might end up in trouble as well.”

         Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, right. I’m naught but a silly girl, who can’t be counted on in a pinch. Let me ask you—did I squeal over who took Mr. Bowdon’s apples? Did I quail at putting the frog in Miss Haverstock’s sewing basket? Did I refuse to climb to the top of the elm tree to rescue your stupid cat?”

         Prescott grinned.

         After wiping her fingers on her skirts, Lucy held out her hand. “Did you bring it?”

         Without a word, he reached into his pocket and brought out a neatly folded sheet of paper, properly sealed and franked.

         “Excellent.” After examining the note, Lucy gave a nod of approval and slipped it into her sleeve. “Let’s go.”

         “Y-you are sure you can do it?”

         She rolled her eyes. “Come on, you silly goose, we have to hurry. There isn’t much time.”

         
              

         

         “What do you make of this?” The ink-stained clerk made a face and passed over a letter.

         Mr. Josiah Hurley, the owner and editor of the Mayfair Gazette took a moment to read it. After adjusting his spectacles, he read it again.
         

         “Hmmph.” The paper fell to the desktop.

         “No doubt it’s a hoax, sir,” murmured the clerk. “Or some tulip of the ton engaged in a silly wager.” After cracking his knuckles, he reached out to take it and toss it into the waste bin. “Good Lord, you would think that Town gentlemen would have better things to do with their time than compose such blatantly ridiculous ads.”
         

         Hurley quickly caught hold of the letter. “Not so fast, George.”

         His assistant’s brows shot up in question.

         “You think this silly?”

         The question only caused the other man to look more confused. “Well, sir, to be, er, truthful…”

         “Since when did truth have anything to do with selling newspapers?” Hurley’s face split into a wide grin as he read over the letter for a third time. “I don’t doubt that it’s hoax. Doesn’t matter. With the right headline and intro, the reading public is going to lap this up like a cat loose in a creamery.” He picked up his pen and began to scribble on a scrap of foolscap.

         A tentative grin began to form on the clerk’s face.

         “Well, don’t just sit there, laddie. Tell Grimes to pull out a fresh case of type.”

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Three

         

         You have a spot of jam on your chin.” John dropped his voice to a discreet murmur as he passed a cup of tea to Prescott.
         

         His son feigned a look of surprise, then fumbled with his napkin, causing the rest of the raspberry tart to ooze over his shirtfront. “Oh! Sorry.”

         Ignoring the tightening of the earl’s jaw, Prescott ran his sticky fingers through his hair, leaving streaks of red among the golden curls. “Sorry,” he repeated, flashing a brilliant smile at the person seated across from him—a smile that revealed every single one of the seeds lodged between his teeth.

         The lady did not smile back.

         “I see you are an indulgent parent, Wrexham,” she said primly. “I, too, am of the opinion that a young person should be allowed to make an occasional appearance in adult company. Assuming, of course, that he is capable of proper manners.”

         “I assure you that Prescott is not usually quite so clumsy, Lady Serena.” Letting out a harried sigh, John turned back to his son. “Scottie, I am sure you wish to make a handsome apology to our guest.”

         His son did just that. But not before cramming a blueberry scone into his mouth.

         “You are excused,” said John, in a tone that warned of an impending discussion on etiquette once they were alone.

         Head bowed, Prescott slipped from his chair and bolted for the door, letting it fall shut with a thump.

         Curling a rueful grimace, John expelled a sigh. “Let me add my apology to that of my son, Lady Serena. I assure you, he does not normally behave like a heathen savage.”

         Lady Serena Wells nodded. “I am sure you make every effort to see that he receives the proper instruction and discipline. However, the young man might benefit from a more structured regimen to assure he is not exposed to undesirable influences.” She paused. “I must say, I have noticed him on several occasions in the vicinity of The Bull and Bear.”

         “There is no need for concern.” His chagrin softened somewhat. “Scottie is merely visiting the innkeeper’s daughter, Lucy. They are close in age and are good friends.”

         “Good friends with the daughter of an innkeeper?” Her brows arched. “You think such an attachment…wise?”

         John considered the question for a moment, suddenly a little uncertain about his own judgment. “I see no harm in it. Simmonds is a solid, respectable fellow. I trust him to see that the children don’t get into any mischief.” After a sip of his tea, he added. “Surely you do not think he is introducing Scotty to the vices of spirits or dice?”

         “No, but as to the sort of coarse manners and rough speech that are generally associated with a tavern…” Her words trailed off as she patted her napkin to her lips. “But naturally, you are the best judge as to what is correct for your son.”

         Am I?
         

         The Oolong tea suddenly tasted bitter on his tongue. This wasn’t the first time he had wondered whether he was doing a credible job in raising Prescott. Although his military service had afforded plenty of experience in training soldiers, he often felt baffled—nay, intimidated!—by the task of raising a ten-year-old boy by himself.

         His fingers tightened on his cup.

         What sense of loss must his son be suffering? A stab of pain—or was it guilt—knifed through his own insides. His late wife had been a wonderful mother, choosing to spend much of her time with their son rather than delegate his raising to a retinue of servants. Mother and son had formed a special bond while he was away at war…perhaps because Meredith herself had retained a certain childlike innocence and exuberance.

         It could not be easy for Prescott, living in the shadows and silence of the Hall, with naught but a moody father and a host of adult retainers. And yet, he had thought that the two of them had managed together tolerably well.

         But of late…

         “Forgive me, Wrexham, if I have spoken out of turn.”

         “No, no.” Looking up from the dregs of his tea, John took pains to force a smile. “I would appreciate any advice you have to offer.”

         “Well, then, perhaps you might try to find the young viscount a more suitable playmate than the daughter of a country innkeeper.”

         He shook his head. “You are acquainted with the gentry in the surrounding area. There are no children near his age. And what with estate duties and my Parliamentary responsibilities in Town, I am often away. I daresay the lad gets lonely.”

         “Only if he is idle, Wrexham.” Lady Serena straightened the pleats of her skirts. “I believe a well-organized routine is the best thing for a child. After his daily lessons are done, you might engage the vicar to provide spiritual instruction, and then, if there are additional free hours, I don’t doubt that there a great many educational books or games in the schoolroom to occupy his time.”

         “He is only ten—”

         “I see you are an indulgent father,” she replied before he could go on. “And it is all to your credit. But it doesn’t do to spoil a child. Indeed, my father has always held that is never too early for a young gentleman to learn the responsibilities of his station in life.” A small smile softened her criticism. “Good Heavens, I am not suggesting you put young Prescott on bread and water. I am merely saying that you may want to ensure that he keeps occupied with more appropriate activities. And company.”

         “Yes, yes. No doubt you are right.”

         Yet John couldn’t quite dampen the niggling suspicion that Lady Serena would not consider splashing about in a rowboat appropriate behavior for a future earl. His late wife had found nothing wrong in coming home soaked to the bone from catching frogs, or in voicing laughter rather than reproaches as her young son and half a dozen puppies tracked mud across the expensive carpets.

         But he forced himself to swallow such thoughts. It was grossly unfair to make comparisons.

         Lady Serena Wells might lack Meredith’s natural exuberance and warmth, but she had a good many admirable qualities of her own. Poised. Polished. Pretty. John began composing a mental checklist. More importantly, she was sensible enough to converse on more than the latest fashions and gossip.
         

         Repressing a shudder, John recalled all the simpering young things who had been pushed his way during his last visit to London.

         So, he assured himself, he was fortunate to have made the acquaintance of his neighbor’s cousin, who had arrived several weeks ago for an extended visit. The daughter of a marquess, Lady Serena possessed a peerless pedigree to go with her faultless manners. That her dowry left something to be desired, due to the gaming habits of her father, was unimportant. He didn’t need to remarry for money. And if her demeanor tended to mirror the cool marble smoothness of her profile, that was perfectly well and good. At the advanced age of thirty-four, John was the first to acknowledge that he was also rather set in his ways.

         Lightening didn’t strike twice.
         

         Which might be all for the best, he reflected, as another twinge of guilt stirred deep within his chest. After the first blaze of attraction had burned down to the comfortable glowing coals of everyday life, he had come to wonder whether he and his late wife would ever share more than a sunny but superficial marriage. Meredith had cared naught for serious subjects like politics or philosophy, which had left him feeling…

         Unhappy wasn’t precisely the word. It was a far more complicated emotion than that.

         But John shook off his brooding, deciding it was best to delve no deeper into such thoughts. It was unrealistic to dream of a perfect partner. He was older and wiser and had learned to temper his expectations. So while there was no real spark of passion between him and Lady Serena, he had come to the conclusion that what they had in common augured well for an excellent match.

         It was time to put memories and recriminations aside and think of the future.
         

         Lady Serena would make a perfect countess, bringing order and companionship to his life, and a much-needed female figure of authority for Prescott.

         John sighed again. From the atrocious display of behavior he had just witnessed, it was none too soon for the latter.

         “Are you alright, Wrexham?”

         John turned his exhale into a slight cough. “Er, just something caught in my throat.”

         “Ah.” The look of concern smoothed from her brow. “Thank you for tea. I ought to be returning the Close, for I know Aunt Clara is anxious to have the embroidery thread I purchased in the village.” She set aside her cup and made to rise. “Will you be attending Squire Tresham’s gathering next week? Or does the upcoming debate in the House of Lords require your presence in Town?”

         “I may have to run up to London for several days, but will make a point of returning so that I may have the honor of a waltz with you. I trust you will save me the first one.”

         Her lashes lowered demurely. “It would be my pleasure, sir.”

         “And mine, I assure you.”

         Lady Serena accepted his arm, resting her hand upon his sleeve with just the proper amount of pressure. As he escorted her and her maid to the waiting carriage, John congratulated himself on having come to a tentative decision about the future. Sensible, steady—the two of them were really a perfect match in that they were each in complete command of their emotions.

         We rub together without creating any friction.
         

         Unlike a certain other recent encounter.

         For an instant, the unbidden memory of a smoke-swirled room and a sultry mouth voicing highly improper innuendos flared up, its spark leaving a trail of tingling heat on his skin…

         Shaking off the unsettling sensation, he assured himself that once the current political battle in Parliament was settled, he would begin his courtship in earnest.

         Lady Serena and I rub together without creating any friction, he repeated to himself.
         

         Unfortunately, he had a feeling the same could not be said for the coming encounter with his son.

         
              

         

         “Have you heard about the advertisement?”

         “For what?” Olivia looked up as her younger sister sat down beside her in one of the side alcoves of Lady Mountjoy’s drawing room. “The latest potion to remove freckles? Or is there some new hoax?” Expelling a sardonic sigh, she resumed reading the book she had hidden in her lap.

         “Put that away,” warned Anna. “Mama will have a fit of vapors when we return home if she spots you ignoring the other guests. You are supposed to be making an effort to converse with the Misses Kincaid.” Her sister’s murmur took on a wry note. “Their older brother is a viscount, you know, and possesses an income of ten thousand a year.”

         “Oh, bollocks,” muttered Olivia. “It hardly matters if I am spotted sneaking a peek at my book. Mama will only find fault with some other aspect of my behavior. And as for the viscount…” She brushed an unruly curl from her cheek. “Neither he nor his blunt are likely to attach themselves to an aging bluestocking.” However, after one last, longing peek at the page, she tucked the offending volume under her shawl.

         Anna had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. “You are only three years older than I am, so it’s not as if you are tottering into a permanent decline.” Her gaze dropped from Olivia’s scowl to the flounce of frilly lace bunched around the prim neckline of her gown. “And you know, if you would show even a passing interest in fashion, you would attract more than your share of admirers. Your looks are striking, but that particular shade of pink clashes horribly with your auburn hair.”

         Olivia responded with an even more unladylike word than “bollocks.”

         “Just as if you would make even a passing attempt at social pleasantries, you would find both Mama and the bucks of the beau monde a bit more tolerant of your intellectual interests.”
         

         “Right,” said Olivia. “But I have neither your delicate beauty nor your sweet disposition.” Lowering her voice, she added, “Like the heroine in your current novel, you have a knack for making yourself agreeable to everyone you meet, while I have exactly the opposite effect—”

         “That’s not true!” protested Anna. However, as honesty also numbered among her sterling attributes, she was compelled to add, “Er, well, not exactly. If you would but try—”

         She fell discreetly silent at the approach of the dowager Countess of Frampton and her two granddaughters. The three ladies settled themselves on the facing sofa and began discussing the latest style of bonnets, signaling an end to any further sisterly exchanges.

         While Anna smiled and was quick to join in the conversation, Olivia sat back, somehow refraining from caustic comment on the decorative merits of cherries versus roses. Having absolutely no interest in the subject, she quickly found her attention wandering.

         Her fingers curled around the spine of the hidden book. These tedious rounds of morning visits were, to her mind, a pernicious waste of time that could be spent in far more interesting pursuits. Unfortunately she was not very skilled in disguising her disinterest, while Anna…

         Olivia expelled another sigh. Unlike herself, who all too often wasn’t smart enough to hide her rebellion against Society’s rules, Anna was blessed with both beauty and brains. Her sister’s manners were charming, her temperament sweet, and her appearance angelic. No one would ever guess that such a demure, dainty figure was, in fact, the author of the wildly popular racy novels featuring the intrepid English orphan Emmalina Smythe and Count Alessandro Crispini, an Italian Lothario whose exploits put Giacomo Casanova to the blush.
         

         The sigh now turned to more of a snort. The only paper and ink associated with Anna were the odes composed by her admirers. More than one besotted swain had been inspired to write poetry in praise of her ethereal looks.

         Exceedingly bad poetry, amended Olivia with an inward wince. Their youngest sister, Caro—who was exceedingly good at composing verse—had rightly remarked that the gentlemen in question ought to take up shovels rather than quills, and be made to clear away the steaming piles of ma-mangled English they had put down on paper.
         

         Her mouth thinned in a self-mocking grimace. She, on the other hand, inspired naught but muttered criticisms among the beau monde for her outspoken views on politics and social reform. Society frowned on females who dared to be different.
         

         And Olivia didn’t give a fig about offending their sensibilities.

         It was an attitude that drove their mother to distraction—and sometimes to her bed, a bottle of hartshorn in hand and bitter complaints on her lips at having to put up with such an unnatural child.

         Lady Trumbull’s only consolation was that Anna seemed sure of making a magnificent match, despite a modest title and paltry dowry. Even having an unconventional, unmarried older sister had not proved a major impediment. The Season was hardly underway and already an earl, a viscount, and the younger son of a duke had shown a marked interest in Anna’s company. The baroness was sure that one of them would soon come up to scratch.

         Thank God that Anna possesses uncommonly good sense to go along with all her other stellar attributes, thought Olivia. For all her show of sweetness, she would not let their managing Mama bully her into marrying for power or position rather than…
         

         “…Yes, we were just discussing it, too, weren’t we?” A nudge from Anna cut short Olivia’s musings.

         “Er, yes,” she replied, having no idea what her sister was talking about.

         “I vow, it is so romantic,” gushed Lady Catherine.
         

         “I see I shall have to curtail your reading of those Minerva Press novels,” remarked the dowager countess with a slight sniff. “Young ladies these days are much too impressionable—”

         “But Grandmama, everyone is talking about it!” chirped in Lady Mary. “And even so high a stickler as Lady Gooding allows that it is quite a darling missive. She says that Arabella may respond.”

         “Hmmph. Well, I suppose if Lady Gooding does not object…”

         Lady Catherine pounced on her chaperone’s indecision. “I mean to write a reply, of course. Everyone I have talked to does!”

         “A reply to what?” asked Olivia.

         “Why, the advertisement in the Mayfair Gazette!” chorused the other set of sisters.
         

         “I was just starting to tell you,” murmured Anna. “It’s asking for applicants—”

         “Applicants?” Olivia wasn’t sure she had heard correctly. “The belles of the beau monde are being allowed to apply for a…job?”
         

         “La—I wouldn’t call it that precisely,” tittered Lady Catherine.

         “No, not at all,” giggled Lady Mary.

         “The ad is looking for applicants to be a mother,” explained Anna. “A stepmother,” she hastened to add, on seeing the dowager’s eyes begin to flare in alarm.

         “No experience necessary,” said Lady Catherine.

         Olivia blinked. “You are joking.”

         The tiny quirk of Anna’s mouth indicated that she, too, found the matter bordering on the absurd. “I assure you, all the young ladies of the ton are talking of nothing else.”
         

         “And no doubt sounding even sillier than usual,” observed Olivia under her breath.

         A quick cautioning look from Anna caused her to swallow any further sarcasm.

         Ah, well, she thought. At least the topic was a good deal more original that those usually discussed in the drawing rooms. Curious to hear more, she asked, “What, exactly, does the advertisement seek in an applicant?”
         

         “Oh, a fairytale princess,” was the dreamy reply from Lady Catherine.

         Olivia arched her brows. “Does that mean you are required to kiss a frog?”

         While Anna struggled to maintain a straight face, the dowager’s other granddaughter gave a rather uncertain laugh. “La, what Cat means is, the writer is seeking a lady who is both—”

         Olivia had no doubt that the description would have proved highly diverting, but much to her disappointment, the arrival of her mother interrupted the young lady before she had a chance to continue.

         “Ah, here you are, Anna. Come, we had better take our leave if you are to be ready for a promenade in the park later this afternoon.” Flashing a brilliant smile at the dowager, Lady Trumbull made a point of adding, “Lord Davies has asked Anna to accompany him on a drive through the park, and it wouldn’t do to keep such an important personage or his prime team of grays waiting for even an instant.”

         For an instant, Olivia was tempted to remain seated, to see if her mother would notice the absence of her eldest daughter. But as she was anxious to escape the stuffy drawing room, she gathered her reticule, slid her book inside it and followed along.

         
              

         

         “Are you going to birch me?” asked Prescott.

         Nonplussed, John frowned. “Birch you? Don’t wax melodramatic, Scottie. Since when have I ever used the rod on you?”

         His son’s eyes remained locked on the tips of his boots. “Maybe not you. But…”
         

         He felt a frisson of alarm run down his spine. Was he so blind that he hadn’t seen that his son was being mistreated? “Are you saying that someone in this household resorts to such tactics?”

         Prescott kicked at the fringe of the carpet.

         “Scottie, a gentleman—even if he is only ten years old—is expected to answer a direct question.” The sharpness in his voice had been meant more for himself than his son. Belatedly aware of its edge, he added, “I should hope you know you can always come to me if there is a problem.”

         Prescott lifted his chin. “Wilkins says a gentleman—even if he is ten years old—is expected to accept punishment for his transgressions with a s-s-stiff upper lip.”

         The earl knew that the gruff Scotsman was not in any way a cruel man. But in retrospect, perhaps it had not been such a wise idea to assign a former drill sergeant the duties of playing nanny to a lad.

         “I shall have a word with him,” he said softly.

         Prescott’s face remained scrunched.

         “Is something else amiss?”

         “Everything is amiss!” blurted out his son. “Wilkins the Wasp whacks my backside whenever I step the slightest bit out of line. Taylor the Tyrant gives lessons that are dull as ditchwater. And you—you never laugh anymore.” The lad gave a watery sniff. “It wasn’t at all like this when Mama was here.”

         John was aware of a painful clenching in his chest, but he marshaled his expression to a stony stare. Giving voice to his own uncertainties would only exacerbate his son’s misery. So, not knowing what else to do, he fell back on his military training. “Well, your Mama is not here, and you must to learn to live with that fact.”
         

         “Just as long as I don’t have to learn to live with that Other Lady.”

         “Prescott…” began the earl.

         “She’s horrid!” Ignoring the warning, his son made his face. “Wrexham, do have a care—your son is tracking a bit of mud on the Aubusson carpet,” he went, giving a frightfully accurate imitation of Lady Serena’s prim tone. “Why, Lucy says if Lady Serena’s corset were laced any tighter, the whale bones would crack! She probably has them made out of steel.”
         

         “That is quite enough!” It was the desktop that was in danger of splitting as John’s fist thumped down upon the blotter. “Such a show of disrespect toward your elders will not be tolerated in this house, do you hear? Perhaps Lady Serena is right to imply I have been remiss as a father by allowing you to run wild with a rag-mannered hoyden.”

         “Lucy isn’t a hoyden. Sh-she is my friend. The only one I’ve got.” Blinking back tears, the lad squared his shoulders. “I don’t want the Steel Corset for my new mother. And if you wish to have Withers birch me for saying so, go right ahead.”

         Torn between the desire to hug his son and the feeling that discipline dictated a show of restraint, John unclenched his hand and raked it through his hair. “Look, I know it is difficult, Scottie, but you must make an effort to keep an open mind. Lady Serena possesses many admirable qualities, if you would but give her a chance to display them.”

         “Yes, sir.”

         Had he ordered his son to down a bottle of castor oil in one gulp, the level of enthusiasm would have been greater. Overlooking the mulish scowl, the earl essayed a smile. “In the meantime, I will speak with Wilkins and Taylor about being a little less rigid.”

         “Yes, sir.”

         The hollowness of Prescott’s voice left the earl with a void in the pit of his stomach. Heaving a sigh, he added, “And I—I shall endeavor to see that we have a bit more…play in our lives.” He managed a forced laugh. “How about on the morrow, we take the afternoon to go fishing, and get covered in mud from head to toe?”

         Looking utterly miserable, Prescott gave a slight shrug. “If that is all, may I be dismissed, sir?”

         Had he turned to naught but a martinet in his son’s eyes?
         

         The notion cut to the quick. He wanted desperately to do the right thing, but perhaps, after so long away on the battlefields of Spain, he had lost all sense of how to be a good father.

         He drew a deep breath, but as he could think of nothing else to say that might ease the lad’s hurt—or his own—John gave a curt nod.

         As the door slammed shut, he reached for his pen and a fresh sheet of foolscap.
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