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        He won a wife in a game of cards!

      

      

      Dashing Major Gavin Alexander, recently elevated to sixth Earl of Seabrooke, needs a fortune-fast! His new title came with a mountain of debt, and it is only a matter of time before he’s denied entrance to the clubs where he’s eking out a living by gaming. When Sir Thomas Chesterton cannot pay his losses at the table and offers his sister-and her inheritance-instead, Gavin jumps at the seemingly perfect solution to his troubles and agrees to wed Miss Chesterton sight unseen.

      
        
        No biddable spinster

      

      

      Frederica Chesterton is appalled to learn what her brother has done without her consent. Determined to undo the bargain, she wrests a promise from Sir Thomas that if she can find proof Lord Seabrook is a rogue, he will release her from the betrothal. Without her brother’s knowledge, Frederica infiltrates Lord Seabrooke’s household as a frumpy servant to ferret out the man’s secrets-and finds more of them than she bargained for! But even as she gathers her evidence against the handsome Earl, she finds herself perilously close to losing her heart. Will revealing her true identity lead to disaster, or to a happy ending neither she nor Lord Seabrooke ever expected?

      

      Book 4 of Brenda Hiatt’s bestselling Hiatt Regency Classics collection.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      GAVIN ALEXANDER, lately 6th Earl of Seabrooke, observed the growing dismay on the face of the young man before him and sighed. He should have known his own incredible luck over the past few hours was too good to be true, and so it apparently was. The lad couldn’t pay up.

      “I’ll accept your vowels, of course, Chesterton,” Lord Seabrooke said brusquely. Frustrated as he was, it was not in him to humiliate the boy publicly. “You may redeem them later in the week.”

      Sir Thomas chewed his lower lip, glancing quickly about at the interested spectators who had gathered to watch the final stages of the evening’s deepest game, before meeting his opponent’s eye. “Might I have a word with you privately, sir?” he asked in a shaky undertone.

      Seabrooke inclined his head, masking fierce disappointment with the lightly amused nonchalance that came so easily now after years of practice. “You’ve all had your entertainment,” he said to their audience. “Our terms of payment can be of no interest to you whatever.” Though there was nothing overtly threatening in either words or tone, the crowd of gentlemen melted away at once.

      “I—I seem to have a problem,” stammered the young baronet as soon as they were alone. He raked agitated fingers through his thick shock of fair hair as he stared despondently down at the table, unable to meet the other man’s eyes.

      “You don’t have the means to pay your gaming debts. Yes, I had gathered that.” Seabrooke’s voice was cold now. He had needed those winnings so desperately! “You realize that I could have you barred from White’s for playing under false pretenses.”

      Sir Thomas’s head came up at once. “It was no such thing!” he declared hotly. “The Chesterton fortune is every bit as extensive as I said. I just don’t exactly…have access to it at the moment. It is tied up in trust, you see.”

      A flame of renewed hope sprang up in Gavin’s breast. “But the money is yours?”

      “Yes, yes, of course! Well, mine and my sister’s, anyway. The terms of m’ father’s will were rather…irregular.” Lord Seabrooke thought he detected a certain bitterness in the lad’s voice. “My share will more than cover your twelve thousand pounds, but my allowance won’t make a dent in it. In fact, my pockets are practically to let till next quarter.” The despair was back in his eyes, and Seabrooke felt his brief hope wither.

      His circumstances were becoming increasingly desperate.

      Despite his lack of a title, Major Gavin Alexander had cut quite a dash in fashionable London, especially with the ladies. The slight limp his war injury had left him seemed to make him an even more romantic figure in their eyes. His leisure hours had been spent in amusements reputable and disreputable, and his near notoriety gained him entry into places few noblemen frequented. This latter had made him particularly useful to the wartime government, though he could no longer serve in combat.

      Never precisely wealthy, he had managed to live well enough on what the War Office paid him—until recently.

      When the news reached him that his Uncle Edmund, a virtual stranger due to a longstanding feud between the 5th Earl and Gavin’s late father, had succumbed to a fever, the new Lord Seabrooke had been both stunned and elated. Giving notice at Whitehall, he had at once travelled north to his new holdings, where another shock awaited him: instead of the tidy fortune he had been led to expect, his uncle had left him a mountain of debt. Gavin sold off the unentailed lands to pay the mortgages and depleted his own savings but still there were bills unpaid.

      Never one to repine, he had eventually returned to Town and lived much as he ever had. Turning out the tenants to take up residence in Seabrooke House, he managed to keep up a pretense of wealth so as not to be denied admittance to the better clubs, where his chief hope of salvation lay. He did have one other: as Lord Seabrooke, he found himself in even greater demand by London’s hostesses—and their daughters.

      After the skirmishes of the spring, Napoleon had finally, irrevocably, been defeated, effectively eliminating Gavin’s position with the War Office. Already his credit was beginning to run out; soon the mamas of certain heiresses would get wind of it and warn their daughters away from him. And now he found himself saddled with a new responsibility, one that honor would not allow him to shirk and that made the recoupment of his finances absolutely essential.

      When the young buck before him had come into White’s looking for a game, boasting of his broad estates and vast fortune, Seabrooke was not the only one who saw him as a wonderfully plump pigeon, ripe to be plucked. While the others had been mainly amused by the young man’s airs, however, Seabrooke had perceived in him the miracle he so desperately needed. Now it appeared that he had given thanks prematurely.

      “And when, precisely, will you have control of your portion of the trust?” he asked with more resignation than hope.

      “Not till I turn five and twenty,” replied Sir Thomas dolefully, poking at the cards before him with one forefinger. “Nearly four years. Frederica gets hers when she marries, but at the rate she’s going that may well be even longer. Surely there must be some way to break this damned trust. A debt of honor, after all...”

      “Your sister is unmarried?” asked Lord Seabrooke casually, seized by a sudden inspiration born of dire necessity. “Tell me about her.”
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      Miss Frederica Chesterton was having an extremely trying day. She had been wakened before dawn by the shrieking of a housemaid, only to discover that the silly girl’s hysterics were precipitated by nothing more than the sight of one of Frederica’s pet mice. The maid was new, and had not yet grown accustomed to her mistress’s unusual menagerie.

      On coming downstairs, Frederica had found that someone had neglected to latch the scullery door, and one of the Angora goats had come into the kitchen. Cook was furious and threatening to give notice, and by the time Frederica had soothed him, her peacock, Fanfare, was screaming loudly for his breakfast. An hour later, the steward appeared to inform her that the late-summer rains had ruined the barley crop.

      Mrs. Gresham, the aging housekeeper, was in a sour mood after being wakened by the peacock and aroused Cook’s ire in turn by suggesting the porridge was lumpy. Frederica managed to smooth things over between the habitual combatants, pacifying Mrs. Gresham with one of Cook’s puff pastries in place of the reviled porridge. Then the accounts had to be gone over, and Frederica found that she had made an error last month that necessitated refiguring two complete columns.

      After ruining three pen nibs, hunting down the housekeeper’s missing keys and separating two young kitchen maids who were pelting each other with flour, Frederica finally retreated to the little back parlor with a tea tray, determined to have an hour to herself to recover her spirits and energy. She had taken only one sip, however, when yet another interruption occurred.

      “Good afternoon, Freddie.” A familiar figure appeared without warning in the doorway. Though the young man standing there possessed blond hair, while Frederica’s curls were the color of brightly polished copper, there was a similarity between the two that marked them at once as brother and sister.

      “Thomas! I thought you still in London.” Frederica rose with a welcoming smile. One look at her brother’s handsome countenance, however, told her that he was highly agitated about something. “Is anything wrong?” After everything else that had happened today, it seemed all too likely.

      Despite the fact that she was a year younger, Frederica had tended to mother Thomas ever since their own mother’s death nearly ten years before. In vain she reminded herself that he was one and twenty now, a man grown. Of late he had begun to resent her ordering of their lives, she knew. In fact, when he had left for Town a few weeks before, she had feared that he might do something foolish merely to prove his independence.

      “You haven’t gotten into some sort of trouble, have you, dear?” she asked with ready concern, forcibly reminded of the scapegrace lad she used to sooth, shield and advise.

      Thomas, however, immediately donned a charming smile and came forward to embrace her. “Wrong? Of course not, Freddie. Quite the opposite, in fact. I’ve come to offer you my heartiest congratulations.” Frederica stiffened in her brother’s clasp, drawing back to regard him warily. “Congratulations? Congratulations for what, Thomas?”

      “Why, on your betrothal to the Earl of Seabrooke. Quite a respectable match, considering you’ve not been to Town, eh? Imagine, my little sister a Countess!”

      “Have you taken leave of your senses?” she demanded, pulling free of him. “How can I possibly be betrothed to a man I have never met?” Examining Thomas through narrowed eyes, she wondered whether he might be foxed, early in the day though it was.

      “No, Frederica, I have finally come to my senses,” declared Thomas stoutly, though he refused to meet his sister’s gaze. “I have come to realize that I’ve been shirking many of my responsibilities—to the estate and, especially, to you.”

      Frederica stared at her brother open-mouthed. She had never seen him in this mood before and found herself, uncharacteristically, at a loss for words.

      “I’m a man now, and it is time I had a care for your future,” Thomas went on, in what was beginning to sound suspiciously like a rehearsed speech. “You cannot spend your life running my household, you know. You are far too capable—and pretty—to settle for that. No, it is time you had a household of your own, one worthy of your merit.

      “I shall require you to go over the accounts with me, so that I may familiarize myself with the workings of the estate. Then I’ll have a conference with our steward—what’s his name?” He faltered briefly, looking to her for assistance.

      “Bridges,” replied Frederica dazedly, undecided whether to be outraged or amused at Thomas’s sudden decision to grow up.

      “Bridges. Of course.” He clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace the room. “He can continue to oversee all the day-to-day details, but he will now answer to me instead of you. I can’t imagine what Father was thinking of to suggest that you manage the estate in the first place. It’s hardly fitting for a woman.”

      Frederica knew very well what their father had been thinking when he stipulated in his will that she have the handling of Maple Hill and the surrounding lands. During the five years before his death, from the time she was barely in her teens, it had been Frederica rather than Thomas who had taken a keen interest in all that went into running a large household and its adjacent farms. She had set herself to learn every aspect of management, from consulting with Cook to visiting the tenant families, and had gradually taken on all the responsibilities that would have been her mother’s, had she lived, as well as many of her father’s. Thomas, meanwhile, had eluded all his parent’s efforts to educate him as befitted an heir, often spending even his holidays at Eton, and then Oxford, with his friends.

      “It is all very well you are finally taking an interest in Maple Hill,” Frederica said, finding her tongue at last. “But what has that to do with my marrying? I cannot believe you would make such a decision for my future without consulting me. Come, tell me this is one of your hoaxes, Thomas.”

      “No, Freddie, it is not. I am persuaded that Seabrooke will make you a splendid husband. You will doubtless thank me when you grow accustomed to the idea.” His tone was lofty, but he still avoided her eye.

      Frederica’s slow temper finally reached its boiling point. “Thank you? For flippantly arranging the rest of my life without so much as a by-your-leave? I think not! I would never have encouraged you to go to London had I known you would do something so shatterbrained. Now I suppose it will be up to me to write to this Lord Seabrooke to cry off, as if I had nothing better with which to occupy my time.”

      “It is too late for that,” Thomas informed her bluntly. “The contracts have already been drawn up. To cry off now would cause no end of scandal and be exceedingly awkward for all concerned.”

      He had no intention of telling her just how awkward. In payment of his gaming debt, he had settled twelve thousand pounds of Frederica’s inheritance on Lord Seabrooke in advance. If the betrothal were cancelled, he would still owe the man that impossible sum. During the journey home, Sir Thomas had managed to convince himself that he truly was acting in his sister’s best interests, never suspecting that Lord Seabrooke himself had done much to plant that satisfactory idea in his head.

      Frederica took three deep breaths, as her old governess had always recommended she do in times of stress. It was being borne in upon her that her brother actually wished her to honor this outrageous commitment. Biting back another angry retort, she determined to discover every particular. Organized to a fault, Frederica preferred to have all the facts at her disposal before dealing with any problem. The approach had served her well in the past, and she saw no reason to deviate from it now.

      “I don’t recall that I’ve heard you mention Lord Seabrooke before, Thomas,” she said with what she felt was laudable calm. “Is he someone you met at Oxford?”

      “No, I met him for the first time during my visit to London. I’m sure you will like him, Freddie. He’s a capital fellow. Fought on the Peninsula against Boney.”

      Frederica was aghast. “You just met him? Thomas, for all you know he might be no more than a fortune-hunter!”

      For the first time, Thomas looked uncomfortable. “Shouldn’t think so,” he said, frowning. “He’s a member at all the clubs, even White’s. It’s deuced hard to get in there. I should know—I had to have two friends put in a word for me to be admitted. They’d never allow a fortune-hunter in.” He spoke more confidently now.

      “Not if he announced the fact,” Frederica returned acidly. She had not missed Thomas’s discomfort and pressed harder. “So you know virtually nothing about the man, for all your fine speeches, other than his title and service record.”

      “It’s not as though I’m forcing you to wed some toothless old roué, you know,” said Thomas defensively. “Seabrooke is well enough looking and can’t be much past thirty—came into his title just a few months ago, I believe. He’s a bang-up Corinthian and vastly in demand. Most girls would jump at the chance to marry him.”

      “I am not ‘most girls,’ Thomas. I’d prefer to know a bit more about a man before tying myself to him for life. Your precious Lord Seabrooke could be a murderer or a highwayman for all you know of him. But I suppose I must wait to discover such things until after I am his wife.” Frederica made no effort to conceal her bitterness, hoping that it would help to dissuade her brother from his mad scheme.

      “Now, Freddie, you know I’d never expect you to marry a scoundrel,” said Thomas soothingly, patting her hand in a manner Frederica found maddeningly condescending. “Seabrooke is quite the gentleman. You must trust me.”

      She thought rapidly. “You are certain you would not force me to marry a scoundrel, Thomas?” she asked carefully.

      “Of course not! You’re my sister, after all.” His tone was indignant.

      “So if it were to transpire that your Lord Seabrooke is a scoundrel, you would allow me to cry off?”

      Thomas paused at that, but then shrugged. “Yes. But he is no scoundrel, I assure you. Oh, he has a bit of a reputation as a rake, I’ll grant you that—what red-blooded blade don’t? Nothing you need worry about, though.”

      Frederica was smiling grimly now. “I’ll be the judge of that, Thomas. I plan to do a bit of investigating about the Earl of Seabrooke. If I can prove that he’s got more than a ‘bit of a reputation,’ that he’s a fortune-hunter or in any way dishonorable, I’ll expect you to hold to your promise.”

      Thomas was taken aback, but only for a moment. After all, what could she possibly discover that he would not have heard about in Town? He had asked his friends about the man before having the papers drawn up—he wasn’t a complete nodcock! Doubtless Frederica simply meant to write a few letters. And even if she went to London herself, which he thought unlikely in the extreme, he was confident that there was nothing really wrong with Seabrooke. He’d stake his own reputation on that, even after such a short acquaintance.

      And if there were something—something that actually merited the label of "scoundrel”—well, he’d just have to find another way to raise twelve thousand pounds. He owed his sister too much to do otherwise.

      Thomas looked at her with affection, realizing for the first time what a prize she might be considered, with her cascading copper curls, wide green eyes and flawless complexion—and a fortune, to boot.

      "Very well, Freddie,” he finally said, "investigate away. You’ll see Seabrooke is a right ’un. And then I’ll expect you to do your part. I’m sure you have no more desire to end up an ape leader—er, a spinster—than I have to see you one. You are twenty already and you still resist making your come-out in Town. I can’t imagine how you ever expect to catch a husband holed up here at Maple Hill. Why, you don’t even go to the local assemblies since Father died.”

      “I’d rather remain unwed to my dying day than be bound to a man I can’t love or respect,” his sister retorted, her eyes glinting. “And despite what you say, Thomas, no man who would betroth himself to a lady sight unseen can be all that he should be. If he were as sought after as you say, why should he do so? I’ll discover something to his discredit, never fear! And I shall hold you to your promise when I do.” Her face set, Frederica strode from the room.

      Sir Thomas watched her go, a slight frown creasing his handsome brow. All in all, the interview had gone better than he had expected. At least she had not refused outright, as he had feared. If she had, he doubted he could have forced her to the match. Still, he could not recall Frederica ever failing at a task she set her mind to, and she had looked uncommonly determined this time. Could he possibly have misjudged Lord Seabrooke?

      His brow cleared and he shrugged. If he had, no doubt Frederica would discover it for him. He had decided years ago that there was never any point in worrying about things one could not change, particularly if they were unpleasant. Accordingly, Sir Thomas put the entire matter from his mind and sat down to consume the remainder of Frederica’s abandoned tea and cakes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      FREDERICA WENT straight to the study to pull pen and paper from her desk. She knew Thomas had only made that promise because he thought she could have no way of finding out anything of substance about his precious Lord Seabrooke, but she had a secret weapon that he had doubtless overlooked—her old governess, Miss Milliken.

      In the more than ten years Frederica had known her, Miss Milliken had gradually moved from the position of governess to that of friend and confidante. She and Frederica had enjoyed an unusually close relationship based on a similarity of tastes and a sincere affection for each other, and it was only upon the death of Miss Milliken’s mother a year ago that the woman had left Maple Hill to keep house for her father on the outskirts of London.

      It was to Miss Milliken that Frederica owed a large part of her purposeful, organized approach to life’s setbacks and challenges. A lifelong student of ancient military campaigns, Miss Milliken believed strongly that a carefully planned strategy could overcome any problem, from knotted embroidery thread to a fire in the stables. In addition, Frederica had discovered over the years that her governess was possessed of a vast network of friends and acquaintances in Town and elsewhere, whose varying experiences and expertise were occasionally sought, through letters, to clarify some point in her charge’s education. Frederica suspected that if anyone could assist her in her present quest, Miss Milliken could. Quickly, she penned her letter.
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      To Frederica’s surprise, Thomas really did seem intent during the next few days on learning the workings of the estate. Instead of growing bored and changing the subject as he had whenever their father had attempted to instruct him, he asked numerous questions and demanded to be taken over every farm and holding. Frederica, ignorant of the fact that guilt and the bad scare he had received in London had motivated the sudden change, supposed that he must finally be growing up.

      “Here is the school I’ve been telling you about,” she said as they approached the long, low building at one end of the village, on yet another tour during his first week at home. “I’m really very proud of it. In the two years since I opened it, nearly a dozen girls have learned to read, write and sew, substantially broadening their prospects. One has even obtained a position as a shop-girl in Broadgate.”

      “You teach them yourself?” asked Thomas in amazement.

      “No, I’ve managed to find a schoolmistress, though I did so at the outset. I still try to spend some time here every week, teaching drawing to a few of the more talented girls and helping out with some of the youngest ones. Two of the older girls have started a nursery of sorts to allow their mothers a respite at home.”

      They entered the rear of the building as she spoke, and several children ranging in age from two to six ran forward to greet her with hugs and kisses.

      “Good morning, Sarah! How are you today, Mary? Jane, is your cold better?” She greeted each child warmly while Sir Thomas looked on in bemusement. Rising after a moment, she spoke briefly to one of the young women in charge of the youngsters before opening a door to the main room of the schoolhouse.

      “We won’t go in and disturb the lessons, but I wanted you to have a peek,” she said in an undertone to her brother. He looked over her shoulder at the dozen or more girls seated at small wooden desks, listening attentively to a matronly, bespectacled woman at the front of the room. Closing the door again, she turned to him. “I feel this school has truly made a difference in the lives of these girls and their families. It’s been extremely rewarding.” She let her voice and expression convey the challenge she was presenting him.

      Thomas led her back outdoors before replying. “I had no idea, Freddie,” he said, shaking his head. “But I promise to beep the school running if...when...well, you know.”

      Frederica smiled, but grimly. “That’s very comforting, to be sure, but I fully intend to see to it myself.” It was the closest they had come to discussing her betrothal since that first conversation. “I’ve not forgotten your promise, Thomas.”

      “Yes, well, I have been rethinking the matter, Freddie,” he said slowly.

      “Yes?” She felt a surge of triumph. He was going to call it off!

      “I think you should come to Town with me for the Little Season at the end of September. Meet Seabrooke yourself. Who knows, you may discover you like him well enough after all.”

      Frederica glared at him. “So that he may turn on his charm to bamboozle me as he evidently has you? No, thank you. The face he’ll show me as his wife will doubtless be quite different from the one he puts on for Society. Meeting him at a ball or a musicale will prove nothing.”

      Thomas let out a gusty sigh. “It was just a thought. Have it your own way, then—but I warn you, Freddie, you cannot take forever to prove your silly theory. Seabrooke and I discussed a Christmas wedding.”

      “Christmas? This Christmas?” Frederica was appalled. “That’s scarcely four months away!”

      “Well, if he’s the blackguard you think, no doubt you can discover it in half that time,” said Thomas loftily, though his gaze shifted guiltily away. “Now, weren’t you going to show me the drainage ditches?”

      To Frederica’s vast relief there was a letter awaiting her from Miss Milliken upon her return to the house an hour later. She tore it open eagerly, scanned its brief contents and went at once in search of her brother.

      “Thomas,” she said when she found him in the stables looking over the carriage horses, “I’ve just had a letter from Miss Milliken. You know, my old governess,” she reminded him when he looked blank. “She has asked me to visit her, and I mean to go. I believe I shall find her a soothing influence—something I stand in need of just now.” She kept her eyes wide and guileless, assuming a long-suffering look.

      “That sounds a capital idea, Freddie,” her brother replied cheerfully. “If I remember her rightly, she’ll be just the one to talk some sense into you. Didn’t she go to her father in the country somewhere?”

      “Yes,” said Frederica, not feeling it necessary to disclose the precise location of the house. “I thought I would leave on the morrow. ’Tis less than half a day’s drive.”

      “I’ll be up to see you off. Write to me if you change your mind about the Little Season so that I may make preparations.”

      “Of course I shall.”

      Frederica turned back to the house to make the necessary arrangements for her first-ever prolonged absence from Maple Hill, telling herself that it would do Thomas good to have the sole running of it for a bit. Humming a stirring march under her breath, she thought over what she hoped to accomplish. Never inform the enemy of your intentions, that was what Miss Milliken had always said.
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      Before teatime the next day Frederica’s carriage drew up in front of the Millikens’ small, neat cottage. As she was giving the manservant directions about her trunks and caged pets—mice and peacock only, for the goats would have been most impractical to transport—her old friend appeared in the doorway. Frederica hurried forward to embrace her. “Milly, you look just the same as ever. I am so glad to see you”

      “And I you, Frederica,” she replied in the low, melodious voice Frederica remembered so well. At forty, Miss Milliken still possessed fine, aristocratic features and a striking style, though she could never have been precisely beautiful. “You mentioned a problem in your letter, and I can see that you have been worrying of late. I suggest you come inside and tell me about it at once.” She led the way to a tiny, immaculate parlour.

      As always, Milly’s mere presence helped Frederica to focus and marshal her thoughts. It was a practice Miss Milliken had encouraged from the time her young charge was eight years old. “Thomas has done the most dreadful thing,” Frederica began after sitting down and taking the requisite three deep breaths. “Between us, I hope that we may undo it.”

      She went on to relate the entire situation as her brother had presented it. Her old governess listened in silence, merely nodding once or twice. When Frederica concluded, Miss Milliken fixed sharp brown eyes upon her.

      “Do you wish to marry?”

      Frederica blinked in surprise. “No! That is, well, I suppose I rather expected that I would marry someday. I had envisioned a gentleman with whom I would share mutual interests, a growing attraction, perhaps even love. Someone like Papa, perhaps, with estates that I could help to manage, who would be a good father to any children we might have.” She paused thoughtfully. “I would like to have children, I must admit. The girls at the village school are very dear to me, but that is not quite the same.” She gave a wistful sigh.

      “And yet you have never made the slightest effort to meet such a gentleman,” Miss Milliken pointed out. “You refused every suggestion that you have a London Season.”

      Frederica grimaced. “You have told me enough about the Season for me to know that I would dislike it excessively. To be thrust into a whirl of balls and routs, paraded before countless gentlemen and then chosen by one like a prize calf…that is not what I had in mind at all. Besides, who would manage Maple Hill were I to leave for two or three months at a time? It took me hours with Mrs. Gresham and Mr. Bridges to prepare even for this visit.”

      “Then it would appear that Sir Thomas has come up with a perfect solution. You can scarcely expect all the eligible gentlemen in England to come to Maple Hill to be picked over at your leisure. By marrying Lord Seabrooke, you need not subject yourself to the anathema of parties and balls to find a husband.” Miss Milliken’s eyes were twinkling now.

      “That is not what I meant and well you know it, Milly!” said Frederica with a reluctant smile. “It is simply that I should like to have a say in whom I marry—to choose someone with whom I can be comfortable, not have him thrust upon me. I know nothing about Lord Seabrooke beyond what Thomas has told me. He sounds little better than a rake, a do-nothing man about town. And for all I know, he could be much worse than that!” She shuddered involuntarily.

      Miss Milliken regarded her steadily, her expression again serious. “The unknown is always frightening,” she said perceptively. “However, I must agree that it was extremely ill-advised of Sir Thomas to make such a commitment on your behalf without your consent. I would like to think that he has your best interests at heart, and indeed it may turn out so, but you dare not leave something so important as your future to chance, or to your brother’s whims. Sir Thomas has not always shown the best of judgment. We ourselves must undertake to discover everything there is to know about Lord Seabrooke,” she concluded decisively.

      “Oh, Milly, I knew I could count on you!” exclaimed Frederica, vastly relieved. “Where shall we start? You still have numerous acquaintances in Town, do you not?”

      “I do. I shall write at once to Mrs. Pomfrey, as well as to two or three others who are not so highly placed but who may be in better positions to ferret out the type of information we require. I should have some news for you in a day or two. Once we have more facts, we can decide what our next line of attack will be.”

      Frederica smiled at her friend’s phrasing. “I doubt not your connections will uncover something about Lord Seabrooke that will force Thomas to change his mind. There must be something havey-cavey about him or he would never have agreed to this betrothal.”

      Miss Milliken nodded thoughtfully. “You are very likely right. That did strike me as peculiar, particularly if the man is so popular as Sir Thomas says.” She stood then and said briskly, “Now, I shall show you to your room so that you may tidy yourself before tea is brought in.”

      Falling easily into her old habit of obedience, Frederica followed Miss Milliken out of the room, her step far lighter than it had been when she entered.
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      For Frederica, staying at the Milliken cottage was like being on holiday, free of her myriad duties and responsibilities at home. She suspected that over an extended period of time she would become bored with such a life of leisure, but for a day or two it was pleasant, indeed.

      Miss Milliken’s father was a kindly old man who appeared to take in little of what went on about him. Although he was delighted at his introduction to Frederica at dinner her first evening there, she had to be presented to him all over again in the morning.

      “Ah, yes, Charlotte has told me all about you, Miss Chesterton,” he said, exactly as he had the night before. “I am delighted that you have come to pay us a visit. Do not hesitate to make yourself perfectly at home here.”

      Frederica responded with polite expressions of gratitude, wondering privately how many times this same conversation was destined to be repeated.

      The day was spent pleasantly, in long conversations with her old friend and in painting and reading, two interests the women shared but which Frederica rarely had time to indulge at Maple Hill. Late in the afternoon, as they were companionably washing out their brushes together, a note was delivered for Miss Milliken.

      Frederica watched her impatiently as she read its contents. “Is it a response to one of your enquiries, Milly?” she asked eagerly when she finished.

      “Yes, dear, it is, but I fear that it is little to our purpose,” replied her companion with a frown at the sheet before her. “Mrs. Pomfrey has nothing but good to say about Lord Seabrooke, and goes on at length about how handsome he is, and how good-natured. She does rather confirm his reputation as a rake, for the ladies all love him, it would seem—even the married ones.” Frederica made an outraged sound and Miss Milliken regarded her sympathetically. “That will hardly be enough to dissuade Sir Thomas, I fear, for you say he implied as much himself.”

      Frederica opened her mouth to retort, but at that moment the bell rang again and a woman in fashionable attire was shown in.

      “Ah, Becky!” exclaimed Miss Milliken with a smile. “Frederica, this is my friend, Becky Long. She is abigail to the Duchess of Westover. Becky, this is Miss Frederica Chesterton, the young lady I mentioned in my letter.”

      Mrs. Long, a tall, thin woman with a clever face, nodded politely in Frederica’s direction before turning back to Miss Milliken. “I spoke to several of my sources, as you requested, and you may well be right about Lord Seabrooke,” she said without preamble. “There’s something more than a little odd going on at Seabrooke House.”

      “Ah!” said Miss Milliken in evident satisfaction. “Please elaborate.”

      Frederica moved to the edge of her chair.

      “It seems that he’s been interviewing for an assistant housekeeper. Leah Perkins, Lady Rochester’s woman, told me her niece applied for the post.”

      Frederica sat back in disappointment. “What is so unusual about that?” she asked.

      Miss Milliken directed a stem glance her way to silence her. “Pray go on, Becky.”

      “Well, it seems he’s doing the interviewing himself instead of having the housekeeper do it, which is strange enough. But he also asked Miss Butler some very odd questions that seemed to have little to do with the duties of the post.” Mrs. Long’s nose twitched with disapproval.

      “Such as?”

      “He had her read several pages of a book aloud, for one thing, then wanted to know where she had been schooled. He also wanted to know whether she had any younger brothers or sisters.”

      “Perhaps he is merely looking to fill another post at the same time, such as that of stable-boy or scullery maid, and prefers to keep families together,” suggested Miss Milliken. “Did he hire Miss Butler?”

      “No, she apparently wasn’t what he was looking for,” replied Mrs. Long with another twitch. “What’s more, she discovered that he has been interviewing for this post for several days now, and has turned away women with far more housekeeping experience than she has. My guess is it’s a different post entirely that he is looking to fill, if you take my meaning.”

      “Yes, er, well.” Miss Milliken stood up quickly. “Thank you so much, Becky. This information may prove very useful. I appreciate your taking the time to come and tell me in person.”

      “My sister lives in this direction and I had planned to call on her today, in any event,” said Mrs. Long. “I must be on my way, for she is expecting me.”

      “I don’t see how that news can help me very much,” said Frederica gloomily when Mrs. Long had gone. “The fact that Lord Seabrooke is choosy about his servants is not likely to carry much weight in persuading Thomas.”

      “Perhaps not,” agreed Miss Milliken, “but we may be able to use the situation to our advantage nonetheless. I have been thinking over various campaigns we might employ to achieve your purpose, and I believe our best strategy in this case is espionage. What we need is a spy.”

      Frederica blinked. “A spy?”

      “Yes, someone who can get close enough to him, or at least to his servants, to discover everything there is to know about Lord Seabrooke. It’s a time-honoured strategy, and just the one we need. After all, Alexander the Great had his spies, Caesar his exploratores—”

      “But who? How?” interrupted Frederica eagerly. Her friend’s mounting enthusiasm was contagious.

      “Well, I don’t precisely know,” admitted Miss Milliken. “It would have to be someone we could trust implicitly—someone who could not be corrupted by the enemy. This may take some time ”

      “We don’t have time, Milly! Thomas says I am to be married at Christmas, and I’ve no desire to wed a rake, I assure you. Can we not do it ourselves? Lord Seabrooke has never seen me, after all.”

      Miss Milliken’s eyes began to gleam. “Us, act as spies? How intriguing. I might manage to obtain the position, I suppose. It would be frightfully improper for you to reside under his roof in any capacity but as his wife, so of course that is out of the question. Let me see…”

      “Why out of the question? No one need discover it.” Now Frederica’s imagination was becoming fired with the idea. “As I have scarcely any acquaintance in London, it would be unlikely in the extreme that anyone I know should see me. And I can disguise myself somehow, so that even if they did, they would not recognize me.” She recalled her recent conversation with Thomas. “It would give me a perfect chance to discover Lord Seabrooke’s true character, the one he keeps hidden from his fashionable friends. Come, Milly, let me do it. It would only be for a few days.”

      Miss Milliken regarded her onetime charge thoughtfully. Perhaps there was something to what Frederica said. If there really were something to be found to the man’s discredit, she could be counted upon to discover it, for she had the strongest of motives. And if there were not—well, what better way for her to get to know her future husband?

      Miss Milliken nodded slowly. “I’ll see what I can arrange,” she said.
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      “ARE YOU certain that you still wish to do this?” asked Miss Milliken as she opened the large trunk she had retrieved from the attic.

      “Yes, yes of course!” replied Frederica eagerly. She had been able to think of little else during the past two days. Until now, her existence had been so ordered, so routine, that the prospect of spying on Lord Seabrooke had taken on the aspect of a major adventure. “Have you arranged for me to receive an interview?”

      “I have. At eleven o’clock this morning. The position open is for that of housekeeper’s assistant, as Mrs. Long mentioned. Your work will not be easy, I fear.”

      “As it was at Maple Hill?” asked Frederica mockingly.

      Miss Milliken smiled. “You’re right, of course. You should be well prepared. Now, we must take thought for your disguise. I believe there may be a few useful items in here.”

      Frederica looked in surprise at the jumble of things in the trunk. “Gracious! Wherever did you come by wigs and paints, Milly? You never mentioned a connection with the theatre.”

      “Nor shall I now,” said Miss Milliken dampingly. “These things were given to me. Sit here at my dressing-table and let us see what we can do.”

      Still burning with curiosity, Frederica sat down to face the mirror. She knew very little about Milly’s past, she realized. It had never occurred to her before to wonder what she had done before coming to Maple Hill. Her father would never knowingly have hired a former actress as a governess, nor could she imagine the strictly proper Miss Milliken in such a profession. Much as she wished to, however, she did not quite dare to probe further. “What will you do with that?” she asked instead, indicating the thick brown pencil her friend had pulled from the trunk.

      “I had thought we might give you freckles. Hold still, now.” She worked in silence, dusting Frederica’s nose and cheeks with remarkably realistic-looking freckles. “What color hair would you like?” she asked when she was done.

      Frederica looked over the choice of wigs “The blond one is lovely, but I suppose I would be less noticeable in the brown.” Miss Milliken nodded in agreement and helped her to fit the nondescript wig over her profusion of coppery curls.

      “Now we must do something about your eyes. They are far too striking to be easily forgotten.”

      Frederica glanced at the mirror in surprise. She had never given a thought to her eyes before, but she supposed it might be true that that deep shade of green was unusual. Wide and thickly lashed, they tended to dominate her small, heart-shaped face.

      “How about these?” asked Miss Milliken, holding up a pair of spectacles, fitted with clear glass, that she had fished out of a flat box in the bottom of the trunk. Frederica put them on.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “I suppose it will have to do.” Miss Milliken scrutinized Frederica’s still-trim figure with some misgiving. “You could wear padding to make yourself appear plump,” she said, “but that might make your movements awkward.”

      Frederica grimaced. “I'd rather not. I should think padding would be most uncomfortable. I believe the changes we’ve wrought already are quite sufficient,” she said, examining herself closely in the mirror. “Why, Thomas himself would not recognize me like this, I daresay. I vow, I scarcely recognize myself!”

      “Your eyes are the hardest to disguise,” said Miss Milliken, regarding her critically. “You must remember to wear the spectacles at all times. Yes, I think you’ll do. The references I have collected should enable you to secure any respectable position Lord Seabrooke is looking to fill. Otherwise, well, we must hope that the freckles and spectacles will provide enough protection.”

      “Protection? From what?” asked Frederica curiously.

      Miss Milliken hesitated. “From improper advances,” she finally said. “I suppose you should know that Mrs. Long thought it probable that Lord Seabrooke was looking for a young woman to perform completely different duties from those of assistant housekeeper. To be blunt, she felt that he may be looking for a live-in mistress.”

      “Oh!” Frederica’s cheeks grew hot beneath the concealing freckles. “I—I had not thought of that!” She rallied quickly, however. “But if that is the case, surely it will be enough to convince Thomas. He can scarcely expect me to marry a man who would engage a mistress to live in his very house!” She glanced again at her reflection. “And you are right—I scarcely look that part. I should be safe enough.”

      Miss Milliken devoutly hoped so.
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      Lord Seabrooke chafed at spending yet another morning at home when he would far rather be looking over the new thoroughbreds Tattersall’s had got in just yesterday. With the settlement he had received from his betrothal to Sir Thomas Chesterton’s sister, he could well afford to replace the old hack he had been riding for the past year. In fact, he was finding his sudden wealth a boon in ways he had not foreseen.

      No longer did he have to send his valet to pawn one of the few remaining pieces of his mother’s jewelry every time he wished to purchase a new coat. Nor did he have to content himself with a single stringy cutlet for dinner each night before going out to the gaming hells in hopes of picking up a few pounds to see him through the next week. Now he could afford decent meals, served in the elegant dining-room that he had previously used only for entertaining. He had been able to hire a butler, to the great relief of his valet, who no longer had to double in that capacity, as well as a footman and two new maids to assist his long-suffering housekeeper.

      It was another, very necessary, addition to his staff that kept him at home this morning. He had thought it a clever idea to advertise for an assistant housekeeper to keep the world in the dark as to his real requirement, but that pretense was making it deuced difficult to find the right woman for the job he had in mind. Mrs. Abbott had told him last night that she could not continue with things as they were for much longer, and he knew that she was right. He fervently hoped that this next applicant might be what he was looking for.
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      Clutching her sheaf of false references, Frederica let fall the knocker at Lord Seabrooke’s imposing Town house. The door was opened at once by a portly butler who looked down his nose at her.

      “I am Miss Erica Cherrystone, come to apply for the post of assistant housekeeper,” she said, using the name she and Miss Milliken had agreed upon. “I have an eleven o’clock appointment with Lord Seabrooke.”

      “Of course, miss. Right this way.” The butler motioned for her to precede him, with a gleam in his eye that made Frederica unaccountably nervous. “His lordship is awaiting you in the library.”

      For a moment Frederica considered retreating, but quickly chastised herself for being such a craven. If she allowed herself to be frightened by the man’s butler, she would never manage a confrontation with Lord Seabrooke himself! Reminding herself why she was there, she lifted her chin and opened the library door.

      Gavin put away the watch he had been checking as the door opened. This one was punctual, at least. As she crossed the room toward him, he doubtfully examined this newest applicant. The girl was unremarkable, her mousy brown hair caught up in a conservative chignon and her serviceable grey gown years out of fashion. In spite of the spectacles, which lent her a studious air, he thought she looked rather young for the position of responsibility he had in mind.

      “Pray have a seat, Miss Cherrystone,” he said with a sigh. He feared that this one would be no better than the others. “You have references, I presume. May I see them?”

      “Of course, my lord,” she replied.

      At the sound of her voice, Seabrooke looked up sharply. “Would you be so kind as to read me a passage from that book on the table beside you?” he asked as she proffered the papers.

      Showing none of the surprise that previous applicants had evidenced at the odd request, Miss Cherrystone picked up the volume and opened it. “Any passage in particular?” she asked.

      “You may start at the beginning. I shall tell you when to stop,” he replied. He picked up the references she had brought and leafed through them as she read the opening paragraphs of Walter Scott’s latest novel. “That will do,” he said before she could turn the page. “Your speech is rather better educated than I would have expected from your background.” He indicated the pages in front of him.

      “I was raised in a genteel household, my lord,” said Frederica, glad that Milly had thought of a story to account for that apparent anomaly. “It was not until my parents died that I was forced to seek work. As a girl, I received an excellent education.”

      “Ah, yes. Well, that would explain it.”

      Lord Seabrooke leaned back in his chair and finished reading through the references while Frederica studied him thoughtfully. She had to admit that he was every bit as handsome as she had been told. Thick waves of chestnut hair fell carelessly across a noble brow, his features were aristocratic without appearing harsh, and his eyes were a startlingly bright blue. She wondered, though, where he had come by his reputation for charm. Perhaps he did not deign to waste it on the hired help, she thought sourly.

      Just then he looked up from the papers and smiled. Oh! She fought a powerful urge to respond with a smile of her own, keeping her face prim and rigid.

      “Miss Cherrystone, I believe you may be just the person I have been looking for. Tell me, can you be discreet? The person I hire for this position must be able to keep her own counsel.”

      “Discreet?” Mrs. Long’s suspicions came surging back to her mind. “I am no gossip, if that is what you mean, my lord,” she said carefully.

      Lord Seabrooke rose and came around the desk to sit next to her, revealing a slight limp as he traversed the short distance. Placing one hand on the arm of her chair, he leaned toward her confidentially, so that Frederica became aware of the clean, masculine scent of him. “You see, Miss Cherrystone, the post I wish you to fill is not precisely that of assistant housekeeper, in spite of my advertisement.”

      “It...it isn’t?” she asked weakly. She knew that she should be rejoicing that she was obtaining proof of his debauchery so easily, but somehow his close proximity was making it difficult for her to think clearly. Glancing down, she noticed the dark hairs curling on the back of his hand, a hand that appeared remarkably strong.

      “No. It is a position of far greater responsibility and...delicacy.”

      “I, ah, I see.” Frederica tried to force her brain to work. She must get an open admission from him, something that she could take to Thomas. Once she had that, she could leave. “How...how delicate?” she managed to ask, her heart beginning to pound. Milly would never have allowed her to come alone if she had known how right she was, Frederica was certain.

      Lord Seabrooke moved even closer, lowering his voice. “I would prefer that the precise nature of your duties remain hidden even from some of the other servants, at least for the present.”

      “And pray, just what are those duties to be, my lord?” she asked in a high, breathless voice that sounded quite different from her natural one.

      The Earl drew back slightly, regarding her closely through narrowed eyes. He nodded then, as though reaching an inner decision. “What would be your feelings toward an illegitimate child?” he asked abruptly.

      Frederica gasped and sprang to her feet. “It is the outside of enough that you wish to hire a...a fancy woman in the first place, my lord. But that you would actually plan for children to result from such a union—!” She headed for the library door. “I believe I have heard quite enough, Lord Seabrooke,” she said scathingly over her shoulder. What could Thomas possibly say in defense of that ridiculous betrothal now? She had all the proof she needed.

      With two long strides, Lord Seabrooke placed himself between her and the door. “Miss Cherrystone, I’m not sure what bee you have in your bonnet, but I beg you to sit down and hear me out. I’ll not have you leaving in this state of mind to spread scandal about the streets of London when I have been at such pains to keep this quiet.”

      “Scandal! You deserve to have scandal spread about you!” exclaimed Frederica. She was so angry that she was near tears. How dared he betroth himself to her and then advertise openly for a mistress! “Pray let me pass, sir. I will not remain here to be insulted.”

      To her astonishment, Lord Seabrooke began to laugh. Far from stepping out of her way, he took her hand in his, leading her back to her chair. She pulled against his grip but her strength was no match for his.

      “Let me go!” she panted. “I’ll have the authorities on you for this!” She was afraid to struggle too violently for fear that her wig might be knocked askew. What would it do to her reputation to be discovered here, in such a situation? Thomas would surely insist on her marriage as a result, she realized.

      Still chuckling, the Earl pushed her firmly into the chair. “Sit, Miss Cherrystone,” he said, and there was an edge of steel under the laughter that kept Frederica from immediately disobeying him. “You are laboring under a misapprehension, and I intend to clear it up. I would never dream of insulting a paragon such as yourself, I assure you.”

      “But...but you said—”

      “I phrased things poorly, I must admit. Now hear me out, I beg you.” He again seated himself behind his desk and picked up her references. “I see here that you had charge of Mrs. Henderson’s children for a time,” he said, as though their interview had never been interrupted.

      Frederica nodded uncertainly. Not knowing what Lord Seabrooke was really looking for, Milly had provided her with quite a variety of references, though she was careful not to claim any skills for Frederica that she did not actually possess. Certainly she had ample experience with children after her work with the village school, though she could not imagine why that should be important to an unmarried man like Lord Seabrooke.

      “I have recently become the guardian of a child, a little girl, four years of age. Her antecedents are, ah, dubious, but I wish to provide her with the upbringing of a young lady of Quality. My housekeeper has found herself unequal to the task of caring for the child in addition to her other duties, nor does Mrs. Abbott, though an admirable woman, have the, ah, background I would wish the child exposed to. For the present, I would prefer that the child’s residence here, indeed her very existence, not become public knowledge. Of course, this has made it exceedingly difficult to find the proper person to care for her. I could scarcely advertise for a nanny or governess, could I?” He gave Frederica a wry smile.

      This time she felt no inclination to smile back, though the truth was not quite as reprehensible as she had first thought. Still, it was bad enough. He wished her to care for his illegitimate child! Doubtless, he wanted the child kept a secret so that his wealthy fiancée would not hear of it and cry off. Although she could see the irony in the situation, somehow she was not tempted to laugh.

      “I suppose not,” she replied through clenched teeth.

      “I realize that being nursemaid to such a child may not exactly suit your notions of what is proper, Miss Cherrystone,” Lord Seabrooke continued, “but then, if it did, you would not be the sort of person I want.” That disarming smile was still on his face. “Can I at least prevail upon you to meet Christabel before leaving in a huff?”

      Frederica considered. Would Thomas find an illegitimate child in residence under Lord Seabrooke’s roof reason enough to cancel her betrothal? Possibly not. He had already admitted that the man had a reputation of sorts, and whatever incident had led to this child’s conception must have occurred nearly five years before. Distasteful as it seemed, she needed to discover more. Forcing her lips into a stiff smile, she met Lord Seabrooke’s bright blue gaze.

      “Very well, my lord, if you insist.”

      “Excellent!” He was beaming now. “She should be almost ready for her midday meal. This way, Miss Cherrystone.”

      Frederica silently followed him from the room, trying not to let her eyes linger on the broad shoulders or long legs in front of her. His limp was scarcely noticeable now. The man’s clothing was impeccable, and of fine workmanship. He certainly didn’t dress as though he were in need of money, she thought reluctantly.

      “I must say, I had nearly despaired of finding anyone suitable,” he said as he led her up the staircase at the back of the hall. “You wouldn’t believe the accents and manners I’ve had to endure in the course of these interviews. As soon as you opened your mouth, I knew you were the very person I had been seeking.”

      “I haven’t accepted the position yet, my lord,” she reminded him severely. “And surely an accent should not be the first consideration when evaluating a person’s suitability to raise a child. I should think temperament and experience would enter in as well.”

      “The experience you apparently have, and after our little altercation in the library, I suspect your temperament is all I could wish. You appear to have very strong views about right and wrong, and no difficulty in expressing them. I have no doubt you are well equipped to mold a young mind.” He gave her a sidelong glance, his eyes twinkling.

      “Indeed,” was all she replied. She would not allow herself to be charmed by him!

      Finally, after two more flights of stairs, they reached the very top of the house. “Here is the nursery,” he said, opening a door on the right. “Christabel, there is someone here who wishes to make your acquaintance,” he called out as they entered the room.

      A spindly woman of advanced years came forward to greet them, her back as straight as a ramrod. “She’s been a rare terror this morning, my lord,” she told the Earl at once. Her shrewd grey eyes assessed Frederica as she spoke. “I’ve been trying to get her out from behind the clothes-press for half an hour, with no success. She’s playing one of her silly games, and tells me it is her cave or some such thing. I have a thousand more important things to do than coax a sulky child, I can tell you!”

      “Very well, Mrs. Abbott, you may go about your other duties. Miss Cherrystone and I shall see what we can do.” He waited until she was gone before turning to Frederica. “Mrs. Abbott is a gem of a housekeeper, but I fear that she hasn’t the energy or the time to keep up with Christabel. Nor does she appear to have a natural rapport with children, never having had any herself.”

      “Where is the child, my lord?” asked Frederica curiously, glancing around the large chamber. A few toys and books were arranged on two high shelves in regimented rows and a small table was neatly set for a meal. A little bed in the comer was smoothly made, and not a speck of dust nor a scrap of stray clothing was to be seen. It seemed to her a cold, sterile excuse for a nursery.

      “Behind here, I presume,” replied Lord Seabrooke, crossing to a large clothes-press in the comer opposite the bed. Looking behind it, he said, “Come out at once, Christabel. I want you to meet Miss Cherrystone.”

      In response, there was a high-pitched growling noise from behind the clothes-press, but no Christabel emerged.

      “May I try, my lord?” asked Frederica. In spite of her misgivings about the situation, she could already feel the stirrings of sympathy for a child forced to live in these barren surroundings.

      At his nod, she came forward and peered behind the enormous piece of furniture. She could see a small figure crouched in the corner at the other end. “Christabel?” she said tentatively. She was greeted by the same growling sound as the Earl had been. Drawing back in mock alarm, Frederica exclaimed, “Oh, my! There’s a bear back here! It’s hiding deep in its den, my lord!” The growling grew fiercer.

      “Perhaps we can lure it out with a big piece of meat,” she suggested. Picking up a biscuit from the table, she held it where Christabel could see it. “Here, bear, I have some meat. Please don’t eat me!”

      The growling changed to a giggle and a little girl in a rumpled pinafore emerged. She brushed back tousled golden curls and looked up at Frederica with enormous, clear blue eyes. She was the loveliest child Frederica had ever seen. “I’m a wolf, not a bear,” she informed her with an impish smile.

      “Oh, yes. I can see that now,” said Frederica seriously. “Will you take this meat instead of my arm, Mr. Wolf?”

      Christabel giggled again and took the biscuit from her. Instead of eating it however, she held one tiny hand out to Frederica. “Are you going to be my new nanny?” she asked, gazing wistfully up at her with those luminous eyes.

      “Miss Cherrystone?” prompted Lord Seabrooke when she did not answer at once.

      Frederica knelt down, never taking her eyes from the child’s face. “Yes, Christabel,” she said softly. “I’m going to be your new nanny.”
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      “SO YOU see, Milly, it is a respectable position, if rather unconventional. I believe it will serve my purpose admirably. It is really rather amusing now to remember what we suspected.” Frederica took a sip of her tea. “I am to start tomorrow, so we must decide which of my things—and yours—will be appropriate for me to bring along,” she concluded, having related the entire story of her interview with Lord Seabrooke and her acceptance of the post of nanny-cum-assistant housekeeper.

      Miss Milliken frowned. “I am not certain I should call it precisely respectable, Frederica. If you consider how the child came into the world—which I would prefer you not do, actually—”

      “It is scarcely poor Christabel’s fault, Milly,” said Frederica reprovingly. “She is the sweetest child, and simply starved for a bit of attention and amusement. After all, she had no say in the matter, and it seems most unfair that she should suffer for the sins of her parents.”

      “You are still very innocent, Frederica,” said Miss Milliken with a sigh. “It may not be fair, but it is the way things are in the world. Darling though she may be, your little Christabel will never be accepted by Polite Society. The best she will be able to aspire to is a post as an upper servant. And there, I fear, her looks will be against her if she retains the promise of beauty you claim she possesses. A much worse, if more luxurious, fate may well await her.”

      It took Frederica no more than a moment for Miss Milliken’s meaning to become clear. “Oh, no, Milly!” she cried, aghast. “That will never be, I am determined. With me there to guide her, to show her right from wrong, surely—”

      “Frederica, are you not forgetting that yours is merely a temporary post? That your real purpose is to discover enough about Lord Seabrooke to persuade Sir Thomas to let you off marrying him? Or have you changed that plan? I will admit that as Lady Seabrooke you may very well have a lasting influence on the child.”

      Frederica bit her lip in chagrin. “Of course you are right, Milly, and I had forgotten, so taken was I with Christabel. But I fear that Lady Seabrooke will have little say in the matter, no matter who she is, for it is apparent that Lord Seabrooke intends to keep Christabel’s existence a secret from her.”

      “But my dear, you already know about her,” Miss Milliken pointed out gently.

      “Well, yes, but I do not intend to become Lady Seabrooke! I thought you agreed with me on that point.”

      “I thought I did, too,” said Miss Milliken so softly that Frederica did not hear her.
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      Early the next morning, Frederica arrived at Lord Seabrooke’s residence with a small trunk she and Miss Milliken had packed with items suitable for an upper servant in an aristocratic household, along with a few things Frederica had brought for Christabel. As before, she was admitted by the stout butler, whose manner was noticeably more friendly than it had been the previous day.

      “So you’re to be the new girl, are you, Miss Cherrystone?” he said with a suggestive grin as a footman carried in her trunk. “Mrs. Abbott will be glad of your help, I don’t doubt, and I can’t say as I’ll mind having a pretty young thing like yourself about the house, either.”

      Frederica smiled nervously and touched the bridge of her nose to reassure herself that her spectacles were in place. “You flatter me, I’m sure, Mr., ah...”

      “Coombes,” he supplied. “But you may call me George. This is a friendly house—very friendly.”

      “Of course.” She put a bit more distance between them, thinking that perhaps she should have considered wearing padding, after all. With more indignation than alarm, she wondered how such a man had managed to secure such a responsible post as that of butler. Certainly, she was more selective in the hiring of upper servants! “I’d best follow my trunk upstairs now,” she said politely, and hurried to catch up with the footman, leaving Mr. Coombes and his leer by the front door.

      Her room adjoining the nursery was small but well furnished, she found, with a pleasant prospect of the back garden from its single window. Frederica waited a few minutes for someone to come and unpack her trunk before the realization hit her that the new nanny would almost certainly not be assigned her own maid. In fact, she would likely have to do without many of the privileges she had always taken for granted, for the duration of her stay. No doubt the experience would do her good, Frederica thought with a smile as she opened the trunk and began to unpack.

      She was putting away the last few items of her absurdly small wardrobe when she heard a tap at the door to the nursery. Opening it, she discovered Christabel with a little bunch of daisies in her hand.

      “Mrs. Abbott says I am to come to you now. I’m glad, because you like to play and she doesn’t. These are for you.” She held up the flowers with a confiding smile.

      “Why, thank you, Christabel,” said Frederica warmly, touched by the simple gesture. “Did you pick them yourself?”

      The little girl nodded. “Mrs. Abbott let me go into the garden before anyone else was up this morning. Do you like them?”

      “They’re lovely. I’ll put them here in the pitcher until I can find a better vase. Would you like to help me finish unpacking?”

      “May I?” Christabel’s face lit up. “Abby never lets me come into her room.”

      “Well, you may come to mine anytime you wish.” Frederica gave the child a quick hug. “I know we are going to be very good friends.” Christabel returned the embrace with an enthusiasm that told Frederica that she had been hugged far too seldom.

      Frederica had brought along a variety of items to supplement the meagre collection of toys in the nursery, and Christabel thanked her enthusiastically as each was revealed. It was obvious that she had never been used to having much.

      “Now, what would you like to do this morning?” Frederica asked when they had closed the last drawer, already good friends.

      “Oh, I forgot. Abby wants me to say that she needs to talk to you right away. She’ll be here in a moment, I think.” As she spoke, the hallway door to the nursery opened, admitting the housekeeper. Frederica went into the nursery to greet her, with Christabel in tow.

      “Why don’t you draw me a picture while I speak with Mrs. Abbott?” Frederica suggested. She pulled a tablet of drawing paper and a box of pastels from the stack of things she had brought along for Christabel and settled her at the nursery table. Frederica and Mrs. Abbott then seated themselves at the far end of the room. “Christabel said that you wished to see me?”

      “Yes,” replied the housekeeper. “There are certain rules his lordship wishes you to understand, lest you inadvertently break them.” She looked past Frederica to the happily occupied Christabel. “You do seem to have a touch with children, miss. I never thought to distract her like that.”

      But Frederica’s attention had been caught by Mrs. Abbott’s previous statement. “Rules?” she asked sharply. “What sort of rules?”

      “I believe his lordship told you yesterday that he does not wish the child’s presence in this house to become common knowledge. To that end, she is not to leave the nursery except when it is least likely that she will be seen.”

      “Do you mean that the rest of the staff is unaware of her?” asked Frederica in astonishment. “How can that be? I cannot imagine her being silent enough, even in here, to escape detection.”

      “Only the female servants live on this floor, and all of us know about her. Mr. Coombes and the footman do not, but should have no reason to come up here.” Her expression was prim. “You will fetch her meals, and yours, from the kitchen, or Lucy, the chambermaid, will bring them up.”

      “But surely Lord Seabrooke does not think he can keep Christabel caged in the nursery forever. A child needs exercise, and fresh air!”

      Mrs. Abbott pursed her thin lips. “To tell the truth, I am not certain that his lordship has thought very far ahead. He only had the child brought to this house ten days ago. There wasn’t much else he could do when her nurse left her, her mama being dead and all.”

      “Oh! Poor thing!” exclaimed Frederica sympathetically, glancing over her shoulder at Christabel. “But I should say it was the least he could do, under the circumstances.” She was not schooled enough in the ways of the world to realize that most men would ignore such a child.

      “He’s always been good as gold to the little mite, and to Miss Amity, too. Some may call him a bit wild, but his heart is in the right place.”

      “Miss Amity is Christabel’s mother?” Frederica knew Milly would not approve of her asking, but she was here to discover all she could, after all.

      Mrs. Abbott nodded. “He always made it a point to visit her and the child two or three times a year. It fair broke his heart when she died a few months ago—right before he succeeded to the title, that was.”

      So! thought Frederica. He had apparently continued his relationship with the woman long after Christabel’s birth—until fairly recently, in fact. But he had never married her, in spite of the child. No doubt she had been too poor to tempt him, she thought in disgust.

      “He tried to keep the child’s old nurse on, but she wanted more than he could afford, it seems,” Mrs. Abbott continued. “He even gave up his fancy women and entertainments for a time to pay rent on the house in the country after Miss Amity died, rather than neglect what he saw as his duty. When the nurse gave notice, he let the house go and brought the child here. Now that he’s come about, though, I imagine he’ll be his old self in no time. You know what young men are, miss.”

      Frederica tried not to shudder at the thought of Lord Seabrooke—her fiancé!—keeping mistresses even while he had this child and her mother tucked away in the country somewhere. This was worse than she had imagined! And as to his fortune... “You say he was without money only a month or two ago?” she asked. “Why was that?”

      The housekeeper nodded and leaned forward confidentially. “It’s really not my place to say, miss, but you must be able to hold your tongue or his lordship would never have hired you. The Alexanders were not a rich family. Master Gavin’s father never had much, being the younger son, and what he did have he gambled away. I’d say it was a mercy he went to his reward before he could pauper his son completely.”

      “I take it you’ve been with the family for quite some time,” observed Frederica. Mrs. Abbott was proving to be a valuable source of information, indeed.

      “Since before Master Gavin—that’s his lordship now—was born, miss. I came as housekeeper soon after his parents married, back when his grandfather, the fourth Earl, was alive. Lord Edmund used to put on airs even then, I remember, the few times he visited.”

      “Lord Edmund?”

      “Master Gavin’s uncle, his father’s elder brother. He and Mr. Alexander had a falling out soon after Master Gavin came into the world. After that, Lord Edmund wouldn’t have nothing to do with his brother, nor Master Gavin, neither. But it seems Lord Edmund didn’t do no better, for no money came to Master Gavin with the title. Just more debts.”

      “No money?” asked Frederica looking about. “But this house, the furniture, all the servants—”

      “Don’t you worry, miss, you’ll get your wages,” said Mrs. Abbott reprovingly. “His lordship’s well enough off now. He’s engaged to marry an heiress, I hear, and did quite well out of the marriage settlement. The child, poor thing, is a bit of a skeleton in the family closet, you might say, so you can see why she must be kept a secret. I expect it’s only till after the wedding.”

      “I...I see.” And she certainly did. All these fine trappings were being paid for with her money! He really was nothing but a fortune-hunter. Thomas had said nothing about a marriage settlement, and she had never thought to ask. “What would happen to Lord Seabrooke were this heiress to cry off?” she enquired sharply, earning a startled look from the housekeeper at her tone. She smoothed the resentment from her features, trying to appear only mildly curious.

      “There’s not much left for him to sell,” answered Mrs. Abbott after a moment. “This house is entailed, of course, along with the Brookeside estate, so he can’t sell those. He might have to let most of the servants go, I suppose.” Her face puckered thoughtfully, then cleared. “But I can’t imagine that the lady would cry off. Word is she’s some spinster from the country, for all she’s rich, and surely any girl must count herself lucky to have landed such a handsome husband as his lordship.” The housekeeper smiled fondly.

      “In spite of his ‘fancy women and his wild ways’?” Frederica struggled to beep her voice from shaking with fury.

      “Ah, the nobility don’t look at these things the way you or I do, miss. They marry for reasons that have nought to do with love, nor even respect, often as not. The young lady trades her money for his lordship’s name and title, his position in Society. ’Tis common enough. No doubt she’ll learn to look the other way, maybe even take a lover herself, if she’s discreet. Though it’s not what I’d want for Master Gavin,” she said with a sigh. “He’d do much better to forgo the money and find himself a wife he can love, and who will love him in return. He’s had too lonely a life.”

      Frederica had to bite her tongue to check all the scathing comments that rose to mind.

      “But that’s neither here nor there,” said Mrs. Abbott with a brisk shake of her grey head. “I came to tell you what’s expected of you, not give the family history. You are to take the child out into the garden only when no one else is about. Cook knows about her, and his lordship’s man, of course, but not the newer servants. You may have Thursday afternoons off, leaving her with me or Lucy. When you’re not busy with Christabel, you can make show of helping about the house to keep up the pretense of being assistant housekeeper, though you’ve no real duties there. Any questions or complaints can be sent to his lordship through me.”

      “I have one right now,” said Frederica quickly as Mrs. Abbott stood, ready to leave. She had all the evidence she needed, but she felt an obligation of friendship, if nothing else, to Christabel. “A child cannot exist in this manner, as I said before. She must have fresh air and sunshine. I intend to take her to the Park at least twice a week, and preferably daily. You may tell his lordship I said so.”

      If she were able to establish such a routine before she left, perhaps it would be continued with a new nanny. To that end, she decided she was willing to remain a few days, since she was obviously in no danger. That would also allow her to solidify her case against Lord Seabrooke, as Thomas might be reluctant to back down solely on the word of a servant.

      Mrs. Abbott regarded her doubtfully. “I’ll tell him, miss, if you say so, but I can’t think he’ll like it. He’s not in habit of being ordered about.”

      Nor am I, thought Frederica fiercely. Not by my brother, and certainly not by such a rake as Lord Seabrooke. To Mrs. Abbott, she only said, “I’m perfectly willing to discuss my intentions with his lordship if he finds it necessary, but I refuse to allow Christabel to suffer merely to protect his position in Society.” Mrs. Abbott shook her head and hurried out, no doubt to report most unfavorably on the new nanny to her employer.

      Frederica shrugged and went to admire the drawing that Christabel held up for her inspection.

      “It’s a lion,” the little girl said, pointing out the rudiments of a mane and tail. “Do you like it, Miss Cher... Chest... Chatterton?”

      The child’s fumbling attempts at her name sounded alarmingly like her real one, prompting Frederica to say quickly, “Why don’t you just call me Cherry, Christabel? That will be easier, I think.”

      “Cherry. I like that,” said Christabel with a satisfied nod.

      “And so do I,” came a deep voice from the doorway. “May I call you by that name as well, Miss Cherrystone?”

      Frederica whirled to see Lord Seabrooke striding into the nursery. All that she had just learned from the housekeeper colored her perception of him now, and she critically noticed that his eyes were slightly bleary and his hair tousled, doubtless signifying a late night about Town.

      As though to confirm her suspicion, he said, “I pray you will excuse my appearance. I have but this moment come in and have yet to make it to my bed, but I met Mrs. Abbott on the stairs and she insisted that I speak to you at once. Apparently we are at some variance over the routine to be followed.”

      Christabel ran forward eagerly at his entrance, and he scooped her up in a big hug. “How is my Sunshine today?” he asked while she giggled with delight.

      Frederica sternly hardened her heart against the tableau before her, forcing herself to remember that he was a fortune-hunter and a rake. “I merely pointed out to Mrs. Abbott that a child, any child, needs plenty of fresh air and exercise to flourish, my lord,” she said stiffly. “The rules that you have set forth do not seem to allow for that. As I told Mrs. Abbott—”

      “I can see that you and I need to talk.” Lord Seabrooke set Christabel down and yawned widely. “But not just now. I need a few hours’ sleep before attempting to think coherently. Before I go to my bed, however, will you answer my question?”

      “Question?” Frederica had no idea what he meant.

      *        *        *“Yes. May I call you ‘Cherry’ as Christabel is to do? It might help me to stand less in awe of you.”

      Frederica staunchly refused to smile. “As you wish, my lord,” she said primly. “I shall expect to speak with you this afternoon.”

      “Very well. I’ll send word when I’m at liberty. Good day, Sunshine, Cherry.” He playfully saluted each of them and sauntered off towards the stairs, fatigue making his limp more pronounced than it had been yesterday.

      What a thoroughly confusing man he was, Frederica thought, staring after him. He had an infuriating ability to disarm her even while she knew perfectly dreadful things about his character. No wonder he had such a reputation with the ladies! If his lightest word could all but make her forget her purpose, she trembled to think what effect the full force of his charm might have. Did he intend to use it to win over his wealthy fiancée? she wondered. If so, she definitely needed to have the match called off before she ever met him as Miss Frederica Chesterton, for she doubted her ability to withstand it.

      “Why don’t I show you how to sew buttons?” she suggested to Christabel, determined to put him from her mind, at least until their conference that afternoon.
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      GAVIN ROLLED over and groaned, squinting against the blinding afternoon light that streamed in through just-opened curtains.

      “I’m that sorry to wake you, m’lord, but you did say I was to call you at four,” said Metzger, his valet. During his many years of service, Metzger had doubled as batman, butler, footman and, on more than one occasion, groom. Now that he was restored to a single post, he took it that much more seriously, looking after his master’s dress and habits far more rigorously than did the Earl himself.

      “Can it be four already? It feels as though I’ve just closed my eyes. Very well, Metzger, I’m awake. You needn’t hover,” said Gavin irascibly, earning a grin from his man. “Have a message sent to Miss Cherrystone to meet me in the library in half an hour, then come back to help me with my cravat. I doubt I can manage it myself just yet.”

      When Metzger had gone to do his bidding, Gavin rose and regarded himself critically in the mirror. Such late nights—or early mornings, to be more accurate—were doing his looks no good at all. He had suggested to his future brother-in-law, Sir Thomas Chesterton, that he be formally introduced to his fiancée toward the end of the Little Season, thinking that would give him time to become used to the idea of matrimony. But if his antics the night before were any indication, he was as far from doing so as he ever had been.

      The betrothal had seemed such a good idea at the time, a veritable godsend. Marriage to an heiress would solve his financial difficulties permanently and give Christabel a mother of sorts in one stroke. With each passing day, however, he found himself regretting that necessary decision more and more. He glanced again at his reflection and winced. If Miss Chesterton saw him like this, she would no doubt cry off at once, making his regrets needless. Nor would Miss Cherrystone—Cherry, he thought with a brief smile—appreciate his appearing in such a state. He reached for a razor.

      Half an hour later, shaved, combed and impeccably dressed, Lord Seabrooke descended to the library, looking every inch a peer of the realm. It was odd, he supposed, that the thought of the new nanny’s disapproval moved him to action where the thought of Miss Chesterton’s could not. Already he had found Cherry an intriguing young woman of unusual intelligence, whose severity with himself was belied by her manner with Christabel. Not only did he value her good opinion, but he discovered also that he rather looked forward to the battle of wills about to be joined.
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      “I’m sorry, Christabel,” said Frederica soothingly for the tenth time. “When your things were brought here, your Molly doll must have been overlooked. I promise to ask Lord Seabrooke about it when I see him this afternoon.” She rocked the unhappy child in her lap in an attempt to comfort her.

      Christabel had shown herself to possess a decided stubborn streak when, after her dinner, she had refused to nap without her “Molly Dolly.” Patient questioning had elicited the fact that she had not had it since removing to Seabrooke House, but on this particular afternoon, she suddenly wanted it desperately.

      “Uncle Gavin will know,” sniffed Christabel. “He used to talk to Molly Dolly at our tea parties.”

      “I’m sure he will,” agreed Frederica. This was the second time Christabel had referred to Lord Seabrooke by that name, but she decided against questioning the child about it. Doubtless the Earl himself, and possibly Christabel’s mother, had striven to hide the truth of the girl’s parentage from her. “With any luck, we can have Molly here in a few days.”

      At that moment there came a tap at the door and a man of middle age whom Frederica had not seen before poked his head into the nursery. “Miss Cherrystone?”

      “Yes?” She looked up. This must be the valet Mrs. Abbott had mentioned.

      “His lordship asks that you join him in the library at your convenience.” His manner was thoroughly deferential, but Frederica doubted that those sharp brown eyes missed much. As he spoke, they took in every detail of herself and the child, as well as the nursery, now a comfortable jumble of toys and books far removed from the ruthless order that had prevailed under Mrs. Abbott’s rule. While Frederica valued order highly, she felt that in a nursery it could be inappropriate if taken to extremes.

      “Very well. Lucy should be up in a moment with Miss Christabel’s afternoon morsel. I’ll be down as soon as she arrives.”

      “Very good, miss.” Metzger bowed out of the room.

      On her way down the long flights of steps to the library, Frederica took her three deep breaths and marshaled her thoughts for the confrontation ahead. During the few hours she had spent with Christabel, she had already formed a sort of bond with the child and was now determined to do all she could to make her lot easier. Again she could hear Miss Milliken’s voice drilling her in the value of thinking through one’s method of attack. With a militant gleam in her eye she tapped on the library door.

      Lord Seabrooke stood as she entered, looking quite disturbingly handsome in a dark blue coat, matching waistcoat and crisp, snowy cravat. A few hours’ sleep had certainly done wonders for him, she found herself thinking. Thrusting out her chin, she met his gaze squarely through the spectacles on her nose. “I presume we may talk now, my lord?” she asked before he could speak.

      “Yes, my mind is far less fuzzy than it was this morning, Cherry,” he said with a disarming grin that sent a most unwelcome tingle down her spine. “I almost feel I might hold my own in a debate with you now.”

      As before, she fought the temptation to smile. “We need to discuss the rules you have laid down for Christabel’s routine. I find them totally unacceptable.”

      “So you said earlier. I thought you understood when you took the post that I wished to keep her presence here a secret for as long as possible.”

      Frederica was treated to a hint of that steel she had detected in him at their first meeting, but she was undeterred. “I quite understand, my lord, but you must realize that a child is not a mouse or a bird that you can cage in a comer and ignore. How long do you think it will be before Christabel notices what you are doing and begins to suspect that you are ashamed of her?”

      The Earl blinked. “I had not thought of that, I must confess,” he said slowly, all trace of humor gone from his face. “I never want her to think that, for I am not. It is merely that her presence here just now could...complicate things.”

      Frederica nodded, understanding far better than she intended to let on. She allowed no trace of irony to creep into her voice. “I will respect your wishes for secrecy as far as I am able without harm to Christabel. I propose to take her to the Park regularly, daily if possible, but I am perfectly willing to leave and return to the house via the back entrance and to draw no attention to ourselves when doing so. Once we are in the Park, no one will have reason to suspect that she has any link to you whatsoever. She does not resemble you strongly.”

      A sad smile stole over Lord Seabrooke’s face. “No, she is the very image of her mother. Why, I remember—” He broke off abruptly. “I suppose what you suggest might be possible. But what of the servants? I fear I do not trust all of the more recently-arrived ones so thoroughly as I do yourself.”

      The implicit compliment warmed her in spite of herself. “I really cannot think we will manage to keep Christabel’s existence a secret from them for long, my lord,” she felt obliged to tell him. “Could you not come up with a plausible excuse for her residence here? I have noticed that already she calls you ‘Uncle.’ Could you not pass her off as a niece? A sister’s child, perhaps?”

      To her amazement, a stiff mask descended over the earl’s face. His bright blue eyes narrowed to slits and glittered dangerously at her.

      “Absolutely not! If her existence must become known, I shall pass her off as my own. My reputation in Society is already colorful enough that the disclosure of a love child will not alter it appreciably. You will oblige me by not mentioning my sister in such a context again.”

      Frederica’s mouth had fallen open. With an effort, she closed it and tried to retrieve her composure, though her cheeks were flaming. Of course no man would insult his sister so—why had she not thought of that before she spoke? “Forgive me, my lord. I—I was not aware that you even had a sister. You are right, of course.” Certainly he was right about his reputation!

      “It is agreed, then. You may take Christabel to the Park whenever you see your way clear to doing so secretly. And if it should transpire that explanations must be given, you may say that she is my natural daughter. We shall hope, however, that such explanations will not be necessary.”

      “I shall be exceedingly careful, my lord,” she assured him, pleased to have won that small victory for Christabel. He stood again, as though to dismiss her, but she quickly said, “There are one or two other matters, if you please.”

      “Never quit while you’re winning, eh, Cherry?” asked the Earl, the twinkle returning to his eyes.

      In spite of her resolve to resist his charm, Frederica felt the corners of her mouth twitching. “I would be foolish to do so, would I not, my lord? These are smaller requests, however.” At his nod, she continued. “Firstly, I had thought that Christabel might find her time indoors to hang less heavily if she had more to occupy her imagination and interest. At...at home, I have pet mice in a cage. If you do not object, I should like to bring them here—to amuse her.”

      “Mice? You are even more unusual a young lady than I thought, Cherry. Very well. As long as you do not allow them to run rampant or scare the maids, you may bring any pets you wish. This is your home now, after all.” The warmth of his smile made something inside Frederica tighten unexpectedly.

      “Thank you. The other matter concerns a doll of Christabel’s that seems to have been misplaced during her removal to this house. She has assured me that you know of it, and I promised her to ask about it.”

      “That would be Molly Dolly, no doubt,” said the Earl with a grin. “I remember her well. A sorry-looking rag doll with very decided opinions, as I recall. Christabel cannot find her?”

      “No, nor could I, and I assure you that no comer of the nursery went unsearched.”

      “There are some boxes that were brought with Christabel that have been stored in the attics. I assumed they merely contained her mother’s things and have not gone through them, but it is entirely possible that Molly Dolly may be in one of them. I shall have them brought down this very afternoon.”

      “Thank you, my lord. A special toy, or even a blanket, can be of immense importance to a child of Christabel’s age, particularly when she finds herself in a strange milieu. Will you wish to go through the boxes yourself?” She felt a small pang at the thought of him examining his dead mistress’s possessions.

      “No, no,” he said quickly. “You and Christabel may do that. Is that the last of your requests?”

      “For the moment,” she replied, smiling at him openly for the first time. “No doubt I shall think of others as time progresses.”

      “No doubt.” He returned her smile.

      Frederica stood abruptly. “I had best get back to the nursery, my lord. Thank you for your time.”

      To her great surprise, the Earl moved around his desk to open the door for her. “Cherry, you must always feel free to come to me with any concerns you have about Christabel—or anything else,” he said seriously, looking down into her face.

      For a brief moment their gazes met, and Frederica felt more strongly than ever that disturbing thrill. “Thank you, my lord. I shall,” she said breathlessly, feeling as though she were agreeing to something quite different and far more important. “Good day.” Turning, she hurried from the library and all but fled up the stairs to the relative safety of the nursery.
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      The remainder of the afternoon was spent in going through the boxes that Lord Seabrooke had delivered to the nursery within the hour. Frederica had feared that the sight of her mother’s things might be disturbing to Christabel, but the child, rooting ruthlessly through gowns, trinkets and bandboxes, seemed intent only on finding her beloved doll.

      Frederica was surprised at the clothing the boxes contained. The dresses were for the most part quite conservative—not at all what she would have expected a fancy-woman to wear. At the bottom of one box she discovered a sheaf of letters tied together with a red riband. Love letters from the Earl, perhaps? It occurred to her that the letters might very well be the tangible proof that Thomas would require, and despite a twinge of conscience at the idea of invading Lord Seabrooke’s and the late Miss Amity’s privacy in such a way, she tucked the stack of letters into a bottom drawer in her room.

      “Molly Dolly! Here you are!” exclaimed Christabel as Frederica re-entered the nursery. “I’m sorry you had to spend all this time in a box.” She held the doll to her ear. “What? You did? I’m glad.” She turned to Frederica. “She says she had a very long nap and is feeling ever so refreshed now.”

      “I’m so pleased that Molly did not suffer from her experience,” said Frederica, coming forward to shake the cloth hand that Christabel held out to her. “I’m honoured to make your acquaintance, Molly Dolly.”

      Christabel bent her golden head to the doll’s face again. “She says you are very pretty, Cherry, and she likes you. And she wants to know if she may share my supper tonight.”

      “Certainly she may. I’ll set a place for her at once.” Lucy brought up the evening meal a short time later, and after she had gone Frederica asked, “What does Molly like best for her supper?”

      “Oh, candies and cakes, Cherry! That is all she eats.”

      “That doesn’t sound very nourishing. Are you certain she would not prefer some bread and milk first?” Christabel shook her head firmly. “Molly Dolly eats only sweets, and she is never ill.”

      “I see that Lord Seabrooke was right. Molly has very decided tastes.” She placed one of her own cakes and one of Christabel’s in front of the doll.

      “Could she not have extra cakes just for her?” asked Christabel with a trace of disappointment.

      “I’m afraid tonight we shall have to share,” said Frederica, hiding a smile at the child’s tactics. “Perhaps tomorrow we can convince Cook to send a few extras.” Christabel was certainly not lacking in intelligence, she thought, wondering how often Molly Dolly had successfully doubled her pastries in the past. Surely, surely a better future could be contrived for the girl than the bleak one Miss Milliken had painted!
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      Over the next few days Frederica established a routine with Christabel, discreetly leaving the house after breakfast for an hour or two in Hyde Park before it become crowded. As Seabrooke House was situated on Upper Brook Street, only a short distance from the Park gates, there was no need to draw unnecessary attention to themselves by taking a carriage or hackney.

      After an early dinner, Christabel customarily napped while Frederica read in her room or went downstairs to preserve the fiction that she was Mrs. Abbott’s assistant. She found, on those occasions, that there was indeed much she could do to help, for the Seabrooke household was in sad disorder. Indeed, Mrs. Abbott seemed more than grateful for her suggestions regarding the management of the establishment. Christabel then had lessons and games until supper, after which she retired for the night, leaving Frederica at liberty until her own bedtime.

      During those first days, Frederica saw little of Lord Seabrooke beyond his daily visit to the nursery and an occasional glimpse of him setting out in his carriage or on horseback as she and Christabel returned from the Park. Fortunately, none of the downstairs servants had yet espied them on their way in or out. Frederica knew that she should give Lord Seabrooke notice so that he could fine Christabel another suitable nanny before she left, but she was so enjoying her time with the child that she was loath to end it.

      One symptom of her reluctance to leave was that she had yet to read through the letters she had secreted in her dresser drawer. She told herself each evening that she was too tired, or that the candle was not bright enough, but those factors, oddly enough, did not keep her from perusing books gleaned from the library downstairs.

      It was after exchanging one volume for another during Christabel’s afternoon nap that Frederica decided to have a look at the rest of the house. Thus far she had seen little beyond the library, nursery and kitchens. Lord Seabrooke was out, she knew, for she had seen him leaving earlier when she had happened to look down from the nursery window. Walking softly so as not to attract attention from the other servants, most especially the leering butler, she peered into the other rooms on the first floor.

      There was a large parlor, obviously intended for entertaining on a lavish scale, that boasted a pianoforte and a harp. Frederica had been used to practicing frequently on both instruments at Maple Hill, and it was with an effort that she refrained from touching them. The dining-room was easily spacious enough to seat forty guests, and the ballroom at the rear of the house was of noble proportions, if in need of a fresh coat of paint.

      As she examined each room, Frederica automatically catalogued the changes she would make in the decor if she were mistress of the house: lighter colours in the dining-room, fresh curtains and matching upholstery in the parlor, gilt on the ballroom plasterwork. Yes, Seabrooke House had the potential to be one of the finest in London, she thought.

      Opening another door, she saw a long, well-lit room with paintings hung along either wall. “Ah, the family gallery,” she murmured to herself. “I wonder what skeletons I might unearth here?” Letting herself quietly into the room, she walked slowly down its length, stopping to admire an occasional portrait or to read the identifying plaque below.

      One painting, in particular, of a beautiful young lady, drew her eye. It was bathed in light from the window opposite, and she paused to gaze at it in delight. The painting could not be very old, she thought, judging by the style of the lady’s gown. As she examined the face before her, she was struck with a sense of familiarity. Surely she had seen those soulful blue eyes, those bright golden curls, before?

      Realization hit her like a splash of cold water. It was Christabel’s face, grown up, that looked out at her from the painting. Had not Lord Seabrooke said that she was the very image of her mother? What effrontery to hang his mistress’s portrait in the family gallery! To be certain, Frederica leaned closer to read the plaque.

      Amity Alexander.

      Alexander? Surely, she thought, Mrs. Abbott had said that was Lord Seabrooke’s family name? Had he married the woman, after all?

      But then she remembered their conversation in the library, his outrage at her brash suggestion, and comprehension abruptly dawned. No, he had not married her. Miss Amity, Christabel’s mother, had not been Lord Seabrooke’s mistress at all.

      She had been his sister.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      FREDERICA STARED blindly at the painting before her as she tried to adjust her thoughts to this unexpected revelation. Her first feeling was one of profound relief; Lord Seabrooke was not the villain she had thought him. Instead of attempting to hide his illegitimate child from the world, he was protecting his dead sister’s name from censure. Seen in this new light, his actions appeared almost honorable.

      She shook her head slightly. Honorable? Lord Seabrooke was a debauched rake, as evidenced by his appearance three mornings previously. An unscrupulous fortune-hunter, he had used his practiced charm to dupe a gullible young man into signing away his sister’s fortune—a fortune he was already spending! No, in spite of his charity toward his poor orphaned niece, Frederica could not call him honorable.

      But she now had a problem. With her primary accusation against him done away, she was no closer to proving the Earl a scoundrel than she had been at the outset. He was a fortune-hunter, of course, but she rather doubted that an aging housekeeper’s word on that would be enough to invalidate a marriage contract. Surely there must be financial records about the house that would provide more tangible proof? Frederica nodded grimly. The library, where Lord Seabrooke had his desk, would be the place to start her search.

      She had just reached the library door when she heard the Earl’s firm footsteps behind her. Whirling, Frederica held up the leather-bound volume she had obtained earlier. “I was merely coming to exchange a book, my lord,” she began, when a cry from the stairway stopped her.

      “Cherry! Where are you, Cherry?” came Christabel’s high-pitched, childish voice.

      “Oh, dear!” exclaimed Frederica. “I am sorry, my lord—I thought Lucy was with her.”

      Lord Seabrooke looked annoyed, she thought, as well he might. But then, she had warned him how difficult it would be to keep a child forever quiet. Still, she hurried to the stairs as quickly as she could, hoping to minimize the damage. The Earl followed.

      “Christabel, you know you are not to leave the nursery alone,” Frederica admonished the child, seeing her little face peering round the first landing.

      “But, Cherry, I was lonely,” said Christabel petulantly. She had obviously just awakened, still disheveled from her nap. “Why am I not allowed on this staircase?” she asked. “It is ever so much grander than—” She broke off with a cry as she lost her footing and fell.

      Lord Seabrooke jumped forward, but Frederica was closer. With a speed she didn’t know she possessed, she took the stairs two at a time and caught Christabel before the little girl had fallen more than two or three steps. Sitting down abruptly on the top stair, she cradled and comforted the frightened, sobbing child in her lap while the Earl looked on, his expression unreadable.

      At that moment, Lucy came hurrying down the stairs. “Oh, miss!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “I only stepped out for a minute, but—” She broke off at sight of the Earl.

      “No harm was done, Lucy,” he said as she bobbed a curtsey, “but you may take Christabel back to the nursery now. I think she deserves a treat—oh, and give Molly Dolly one as well.”

      Christabel went willingly enough, cheered by the promise of a treat. Frederica rose to follow, but the Earl’s voice stopped her.

      “You really do care about her, don’t you, Cherry? I have cause to be grateful to you, I think.”

      “She is a very dear child, my lord,” she replied, her heart still beating uncomfortably fast from the fright just past—and perhaps for another reason she chose to ignore. “I am just happy she wasn’t hurt, that I was near enough to prevent it.”

      “Thank you,” he said somberly, still regarding her with disturbing intensity.

      Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, Frederica blurted without thinking, “I find I owe you an apology, my lord.” Now why had she said that? she wondered furiously as soon as the words were out of her mouth.

      “An apology?” he echoed curiously. “What for?”

      She took a deep, steadying breath. “For what I thought about you...and Christabel’s mother. I know now that I was wrong.”

      “What the devil do you mean? Wrong about what?” he snapped, his pensive expression giving way to a forbidding frown.

      “I—I was looking about the house and happened on the gallery. I saw the painting of Miss Amity Alexander—your sister, I presume. The resemblance between her and Christabel was quite striking, as you had said.” She braced herself, expecting an outburst. Why had she not held her tongue?

      The Earl glared at her icily for a moment, then let out his breath in a gusty sigh. “I suppose it was inevitable that you should find out, Miss Cherrystone. From Christabel herself, if in no other way.”

      Frederica began to relax. “I find it quite admirable that you should wish to raise her as your own, my lord, and even more so that you would go to such lengths to protect your sister’s memory.” It cost her a pang to admit that, but her sense of fairness compelled it.

      Lord Seabrooke snorted. “I owe her no less, I assure you. I could be no more at fault for the ignominy of Christabel's birth if I had fathered her myself. It was I, you see, who introduced my sister to the blackguard who betrayed her.”

      “A friend of yours?” ventured Frederica.

      He nodded. “A fellow officer, a captain in my regiment. Amity had always lived quietly, for we hadn’t funds enough to give her a London Season,” he said candidly. “I believed I was doing her a favor when I brought Peter Browning home with me on leave. Quite congratulated myself that they hit it off so well, in fact.” His mouth twisted bitterly. “She was such an innocent, and I not much better at the time.”

      Frederica was struck by the parallel with her own situation. Why did brothers take such matters upon themselves for their sisters’ sakes? Women were far more capable of dealing with such things. “He did not marry her?”

      “Oh, perhaps he meant to. But he managed to get himself killed in Spain first. If I’d known what he’d done I’d have finished him before Boney’s troops had the chance!”

      The thought of what Amity must have suffered at the time nearly brought tears to Frederica’s eyes. “How did she take the news of his death?” she asked softly.

      “Not well at all. It is my belief that it broke her mind, in fact. She would never admit to Christabel’s illegitimacy once she was born and insisted on giving her Browning’s name. Kept claiming they’d been married, though of course she had no proof. I did not challenge her on it, but acted as though I believed her. I made certain she had a nurse for Christabel and I visited when I could, which wasn’t often.” He sighed again. “The child has led a lonely life, I fear. Amity loved her, I know, but she was often ill and unable to spend much time with her, and the nurses I hired for her never stayed long.” He looked searchingly at Frederica. “I am glad you are here to look out for her now.”

      “As am I, my lord,” she replied, fighting down a pang of guilt. “She is fortunate to have you here for her, as well.”

      “Me?” He shook his head. “I am not much of an asset, I fear. I know almost nothing about children. You, however, are the very one to help her overcome the obstacles that lie ahead of her.” A twinkle returned to his eyes. “If anyone can meet that challenge, you can, Cherry. Already I perceive that you give obstacles short shrift.”

      “Indeed I do,” agreed Frederica, abruptly remembering her purpose here. “When I am determined upon a course, nothing can turn me from it, I assure you, my lord.”

      Not even your charming smile, she added silently.
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      In spite of such admonitions to herself, however, Frederica found her resolve wavering later in the day. Would it truly be such a bad thing to be married to Lord Seabrooke? she wondered. He was really rather pleasant, in spite of her intention to dislike him. There was something else about him as well—an invisible quality that drew her to him, even against her will. Was that charm? Something that he turned on for any woman within his radius? She didn’t know, but it disturbed her peace profoundly.

      The next day was Thursday, her half day, and Frederica eagerly looked forward to visiting Milly and bringing her up to date on their campaign. Her thoughts were becoming so muddled that she felt very much in need of Miss Milliken’s unclouded judgment. After tucking Christabel in for her afternoon nap, she had a brief word with Lucy, who was taking over her duties until bedtime, and went down to hail a hackney.

      Frederica spent more time than she had anticipated recounting her experiences of the past few days to her old friend, for every time she paused, Milly prompted her with a question requiring yet more explanation. Gradually, she became aware that Miss Milliken was extracting more from her about her conflicting feelings than she had intended to reveal.

      “What does it matter that I become flustered in his presence, Milly?” she finally asked almost crossly. “You know that I have been around few gentlemen, so it is scarcely wonderful that I should be unsettled by my first close association with one.”

      “So you are now willing to allow that Lord Seabrooke is a gentleman?”

      Frederica let out an exasperated sigh. “You are doing it again, Milly! My sentiments about the man have no bearing on the case. I refuse to be forced to marry anyone, even if he is an angel is disguise. I thought you agreed that Thomas had no right to expect it of me.”

      Miss Milliken regarded her onetime charge somberly. “Your brother has a perfect legal right to do so, Frederica. I did not dispute that. I merely agreed that it was poorly done of him not to discover your wishes in the matter first. Of course, I would do anything in my power to prevent your marriage to a man who seemed likely to mistreat you, but from what you tell me of Lord Seabrooke, I doubt that would be the case. At worst, he might cause you occasional embarrassment, but there are few wives who do not suffer that at the hands of their husbands.”

      Frederica clenched her jaw. She had come half prepared to defend Lord Seabrooke to Milly, but the more her old governess took his part, the more determined she became to do just the opposite. “What of the other matter?” she asked, ignoring Milly’s oblique reference to the Earl’s indiscretions. After all, she had no direct proof of those whatsoever. “He is undoubtedly a fortune-hunter, from what the housekeeper told me. Why, he was nearly destitute before my dowry came so conveniently to his rescue.”

      “It does sound as though he may have misled your brother on that score,” Miss Milliken admitted. “Still, being without funds scarcely makes the man a scoundrel—and that is what you must prove, is it not?”

      “Yes. Yes, it is.” Frederica stared at the toes of her serviceable brown shoes. “And now I suspect his first consideration may well have been Christabel’s welfare, and I cannot condemn him for that. Still—” she met her friend’s steady gaze again “—if I can find proof that he deceived Thomas about his lack of fortune, perhaps it will be enough. I believe my brother is already feeling a bit guilty over what he has done, so I doubt he will require a charge of murder.”

      “And if Sir Thomas does agree to the call the match off? What then?” asked Miss Milliken softly.

      Frederica shot her a startled look. “Why, I—I suppose I shall simply go back to Maple Hill and pick up where I left off.” Somehow the prospect did not much appeal to her now. She stood abruptly. “I must be getting back. I promised Christabel that I would bring my pet mice for her to play with, and I had better fetch them.”

      If anything, unburdening herself to Milly had left her more confused than she had been when she arrived.
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      When the hackney drew up to Seabrooke House, Frederica saw with surprise that an unfamiliar carriage was waiting in the street. The light, elegant cabriolet somehow struck her as being a lady’s vehicle, and though the Earl occasionally had visitors to the house, none she had seen had been women. With liveliest curiosity, Frederica let herself into the house through the back door and proceeded quietly toward the parlor.

      “I have been waiting nearly half an hour!” exclaimed a breathy, feminine voice from within. “Are you certain you don’t know where I might find him? I am quite put out that he should have forgotten.”

      “I shall ask one of the grooms, if you wish, madam.” Frederica recognized the voice as that of Coombes, the butler. “They might know.”

      “Why did you not do so in the first place?” demanded the lady. “Pray go at once!”

      The harassed Coombes fairly shot from the parlor, nearly running Frederica down before he perceived her. “Oh, excuse me, Miss Cherry,” he whispered, grasping her arm familiarly to steady himself for a moment. “I’m on my way to the stables—or anywhere else to get away from that harpy in there.” He cocked his head towards the parlor door. “Don’t know what the master will say about her kind visiting the house.” He straightened disapprovingly then gave a suggestive wink. “Care to come with me?”

      “No, thank you, Mr. Coombes,” replied Frederica frostily. “I take it his lordship is not in?”

      The butler shook his head. “And demmed lucky, if you ask me, though she is a taking piece.” With another wink in parting, he disappeared through a doorway at the rear of the house.

      Frederica bit her lip in indecision for a moment, then, holding the covered cage she carried behind her back, she pushed open the parlor door.

      A vision of loveliness with sky-blue eyes and clouds of black hair sat at ease on the divan. One glance at the scandalously low cut of her vivid blue gown and the crimson on her lips told Frederica that this was no lady of Quality.

      “Did you—?” the woman began, but on seeing Frederica she stopped, raking those perfectly shaped eyes over the drab brown figure before her. “Oh. I don’t suppose you know where Gavin is?” she asked petulantly, with just a hint of a lisp. “Are you the housekeeper?”

      “Assistant housekeeper,” replied Frederica demurely, surreptitiously taking in every detail of the woman’s appearance. So this was what a woman of easy virtue looked like. She was dazzlingly beautiful; a life of sin seemed to have left no outward mark as yet. Moving to the far corner of the room, Frederica set down her cage of mice behind a chair and pretended to dust a table so that she could further examine her.

      “Maybe you can be of more help than that dolt of a butler,” said the black-haired beauty after a moment. “Gavin was to have met me this afternoon at my rooms for tea, and then we were to go for a drive. He promised last night, after my performance. Have you any idea where he might be?”

      Frederica shook her head. Why, this woman was an actress! The fascination she felt at seeing such a creature mingled with an unpleasant sinking feeling at the thought of her spending time privately with Lord Seabrooke—her own fiancé! For a moment, as a wave of anger washed over her, Frederica forgot completely that she wanted no part of that betrothal. How dared he?

      “Perhaps his appointment with Miss Dominique has run late,” she suggested with sudden inspiration, pulling a name from a novel she had once read. “He seemed most eager to see her when he left the house.”

      “Dominique?” shrieked the black-haired lady, somewhat marring the china-doll effect as her features contorted with rage. “Do you mean Dominique Gaspard? That little snake! She knows full well Gavin is mine!”

      Frederica merely shrugged, delighted that she had happened onto a name that produced such an effect. His lordship would doubtless have a difficult time explaining his way out of this coil.

      “Well, I’m not budging an inch until he gets back,” the visitor declared, to Frederica’s secret dismay. “He’ll see that Ariel Sheehan can’t be cast off so easily! I suppose he means to stop payment on my carriage, as well?”

      To this Frederica dared not answer. Somehow she had to persuade the woman to leave before the Earl returned or he would learn that she had fabricated the story about another mistress—and would doubtless want to know why. Turning her back, she straightened a few ornaments on the mantel, working her way toward the chair where she had left her pet mice. Miss Sheehan, whose angry monologue grew more shrill by the second, scarcely noticed.

      Reaching her objective, Frederica quickly leaned down and flipped open the door of the cage. Whipping off the cloth that covered it, she shooed the six mice toward the furious actress.

      “All his fine promises!” she was saying. “And all the while he was...oh! Oh! Get them away! Where did they come from?” Amazingly, her voice rose another full octave as she scrambled up to stand on the divan.

      “I fear the house is sadly overrun by the creatures, Miss Sheehan,” said Frederica mildly. “I am surprised you did not see any before this. Shoo!” She waved the cloth at the confused mice, causing them to scurry closer to the woman.

      “Oh, I detest mice!” she wailed. “They are everywhere, you say? I’ll not stay another instant!” She leapt gracefully from the divan to the parlor door, making Frederica wonder if she were a dancer as well as an actress. “Tell Gavin to come see me when he gets in!” she commanded from the doorway. “I am not finished with him yet!” With that, she turned and fled for the front door, looking nervously along the floorboards as she went.

      “Oh, I think you are,” replied Frederica under her breath as the front door slammed behind her. “Quite finished, Miss Sheehan.” Turning back into the parlor, she began to coax the mice back into their cage, a satisfied smile on her face.
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      The next afternoon, after ascertaining that Lord Seabrooke had again gone out, Frederica hurried down to the library the moment Christabel was asleep. Yesterday’s events had strengthened her resolve to find some tangible proof of the Earl’s duplicity to show her brother. She had happened, from the top of the stairs, to see Lord Seabrooke when he came in last night, and it had been apparent that he was the worse for drink. Doubtless he had gone to Miss Sheehan, been dismissed, and had set out to drown his sorrows, she thought scornfully. No, she could never be happy married to such a man!

      Why she had chosen to wait up, peering down the winding staircase, she did not consider—nor did it occur to her that injured feelings played a large part in her anger towards the Earl. She only knew that she wanted out of the betrothal more than ever.

      Afternoon was generally a quiet time in Seabrooke House, the staff either busy below in the kitchens or retired to their rooms to rest. Frederica reached the library without encountering anyone. She took the precaution of pushing a chair against the door, to give her warning should anyone attempt to enter, before crossing to the desk.

      Pulling open one drawer after another, she discovered quickly that Lord Seabrooke had not nearly her penchant for organization. Receipts, letters and even pound notes were jumbled together with writing paper and bills in no discernible arrangement. Her search was going to be more difficult than she had anticipated. Finally, in a bottom drawer, she found a heavy ledger. Opening it, she saw that it did, indeed, contain the accounts for the Earl’s estate.

      Scanning it quickly with a practiced eye, she realized that here was the information she needed. The book detailed the income and expenditures of Brookeside Manor and its surrounding lands for the past several years, presumably since well before the present Lord Seabrooke had come into possession of it. She shook her head at the tale it told: it appeared that the Seabrooke holdings had never been particularly profitable. If anything, matters had improved in recent months, since Gavin had taken control. Frederica frowned. There were certain discrepancies here...but no, she had no time to puzzle them out now.

      Since she could hardly take the entire ledger as evidence, she pulled open the top drawer again to remove a few sheets of writing paper. Copies of some of the key entries would have to suffice for Thomas. As she riffled through the papers, a smaller sheet fluttered to the floor. Frederica picked it up to return it to its place, glancing briefly at it as she did so.

      It was a letter, dated less than a year ago, from Lord Seabrooke’s sister. Skimming its brief contents, Frederica’s gaze fell on the signature: Your devoted sister, Amity Browning. She blinked at it, then remembered what Lord Seabrooke had said about his sister’s fancy that she and Christabel’s father had married.

      A sudden thought seized her, making her temporarily forget her original purpose in searching the Earl’s desk. What if Amity hadn’t been imagining things? Suppose she and her officer really had married, without her brother’s knowledge? It could mean everything to Christabel—a real future, possibly even an inheritance from her father.

      Quickly, Frederica replaced everything she had removed from the desk exactly as she had found it. Her proof of Lord Seabrooke’s duplicity could wait. It mattered far more to discover whether Christabel was indeed the legitimate daughter of Amity and Peter Browning.
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      LORD SEABROOKE left his solicitor’s office in a thoughtful frame of mind. Two days before, when he had discovered that his new resources would make possible a more thorough search of the previous Earl’s business affairs, he had seen it as that much more proof of his dependency on the unknown Miss Chesterton’s wealth. He had left that same office feeling inadequate, even ashamed.

      A man should be able to conduct essential business dealings without relying on an unsuspecting chit’s dowry, he told himself. It mattered little that his attorney hoped to find holdings that might make her money unnecessary to him. The betrothal was accomplished, and he had achieved it by less than honorable means. Odd that his conscience had not pricked him so before.

      His conversation with Miss Cherrystone after Christabel’s near accident on his return had gone a long way toward restoring his spirits. Though she had infuriated him more than once, there was something about Cherry that always left him feeling...slightly exhilarated.

      Suddenly, he recalled what Mrs. Abbott had told him just that morning. He had left the checking of Miss Cherrystone’s references to her, as he did with any new servant he hired. Normally he heard no more about it. This time, however, Mrs. Abbott had found discrepancies disturbing enough that she felt it necessary to inform him of them. Most of Miss Cherrystone’s supposed previous employers resided in the country, she had discovered. The only ones in Town were the Launtons, and the housekeeper there had never heard of her.

      Mrs. Abbott had not gone so far as to suggest the nanny’s immediate dismissal, admitting that the young woman had been of great use both to Christabel and herself. Gavin himself was inclined to shrug the matter off. After all, Cherry had proved more than competent at her post—she might even have saved Christabel’s life! And it was patently obvious that she came from a genteel background. No doubt she had good reason to keep her past a secret, if that was what she was doing.

      As he strolled along Bond Street, Gavin found himself hoping that she might be moved to confide in him about it. He enjoyed sparring with Cherry and felt, after their last encounter, that something of a tenuous friendship had sprung up between them. He would not jeopardize that by questioning her. Besides, he merited reproach far more than she, and she did not appear to condemn him.

      Of course, if he were to tell her the complete story of his betrothal, he doubted that he would continue to enjoy the spirited nanny’s approbation. Drab she might be on the outside, but Cherry held very decided opinions and was not afraid to share them. He smiled to himself, remembering again her outrage when she had thought he was attempting to hire her as a mistress instead of a nanny.

      That thought led him to recall the bizarre scene with Ariel last night. He had gone to see her after her performance, prepared with apologies and a small gift to atone for missing their assignation earlier in the day. Before he could so much as explain the matters of business that had kept him from her, however, she began to hurl accusations, as well as more substantial objects, at his head, angry out of all proportion to the cause.

      At first he had thought that she had somehow heard of his impending marriage, the announcement of which he had delayed putting into the papers until Sir Thomas returned to London with word from his sister. However, her diatribe had included references to another actress, to his housekeeper, and to mice, of all things, but not a word about his fiancée. He had not stayed to hear all of it. Growing perturbed in turn, for he had been exceptionally generous with her, he had told Ariel that he was withdrawing his patronage.

      “You may seek another, more patient, protector, or you may go to the devil, for all I care,” he had said coolly as he left.

      She had scarcely paused in her vitriolic recital of his shortcomings, and he had closed the door behind him barely in time to avoid a flying powder box which, being made of heavy alabaster, might well have done him an injury. From the theatre, he had gone to one of his more disreputable clubs to dampen with strong spirits his confusion over the vagaries of the female sex.

      That was the trouble in associating with women of Ariel’s stamp, he thought now. However polished a veneer of elegance and breeding they managed to develop, a veneer it remained, allowing occasional glimpses of the coarser stuff beneath. Considering his upcoming marriage, it was probably high time he had done with mistresses altogether, at least until he discovered how he and Miss Chesterton dealt together, he thought gloomily.

      And now there was this other matter. Mr. Culpepper, his man of business, had just informed him that there was reason to suspect that Uncle Edmund had been diverting money out of the estate for some years, for purposes unknown. What he could possibly do about it, or how it could even be proved, Gavin had no idea. Nor did he see how the knowledge could benefit him. If the money was gone, it was gone, so it mattered little how his uncle had lost it.

      Shrugging, the Earl turned back toward the corner where his groom was waiting for him. As he climbed to the driver’s seat of his new high-perch phaeton, he was assailed by another attack of conscience at the thought of where the money to purchase it had come from. He suddenly wondered if he would feel better if he were to confess the whole to Cherry and submit to her judgment of his actions. The mere thought made him feel better, though of course he could do no such thing.

      Chuckling to himself at the absurd idea, he whipped up his pair and headed for home.
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      Christabel was already awake upon Frederica’s return to the nursery, so she had perforce to delay further thought on the possibility of somehow proving her charge’s legitimacy. As she had most of the morning, Christabel wanted to do nothing but play with the mice Cherry had brought her yesterday. It warmed Frederica’s heart to see the child so happy and involved with them, and she was glad she had thought to bring them for her.

      “What are their names again, Cherry?” Christabel asked as she reached into the cage to stroke each lightly on the back with one finger, as Frederica had shown her. She was proving herself remarkably gentle for a child of her age.

      “The white ones are Pinky and Dinky,” answered Frederica, pointing at them in turn. “Dinky is the smaller. The grey one is Graham, after my housekeeper at home, and the brown one is Chestnut.”

      “What about the spotted ones?”

      “The one with the bigger spots is Patches, and the mostly white one is Freckles.”

      “Oh, because it looks as though he has freckles!” said Christabel delightedly. “Just as you do, Cherry, though yours are not so dark. I’ll remember now!” Frederica resisted the urge to go to her mirror at once to examine her false freckles. She had touched them up upon arising, as she did every morning, but she always worried that she would forget, or that she would accidentally rub them off during the course of the day. Wearing a disguise all the time, so exciting at first, was becoming a bit of a trial. The glasses chafed her nose and her scalp frequently itched under the heavy wig.

      “Would you like to take one of them out of the cage?” she asked Christabel. “Which is your favorite?”

      “Freckles,” she answered impishly, wrinkling her nose. “I wish I had some, too.”

      They played with the mice until suppertime, when Frederica firmly insisted on having them back in their cage in the corner before Lucy appeared. “Some people aren’t as fond of mice as you and I,” she explained to Christabel, suppressing a smile as she recalled Miss Sheehan’s reaction to them yesterday. She was burning with curiosity to know what had happened between her and the Earl later, but doubted that she would ever find out.

      After supper where, as had become customary, Molly Dolly received a cake of her own (which always disappeared mysteriously when Frederica turned her back), they tidied the nursery together and Frederica put Christabel to bed. At long last she was able to retire to her room to give some thought to her latest plan.
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fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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