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Chapter One

Sebastian Stockbridge, Viscount Huntington,
was in his study going over the accounts and nursing a touch of
hangover when his butler scratched lightly at his door. “Come,” he
called absently.

The butler entered and hovered.

Sebastian looked up at last. “What is it,
Meeks?”

“There is a Mr. George Winston, Esquire who
requests an audience, my lord.”

Sebastian frowned. “A solicitor? He’s not one
my solicitors, is he?”

“No, my lord.”

Sebastian thought it over. “Did I seem
excessively intoxicated to you when I came in last night,
Meeks?”

“Not excessively, my lord, no.”

“Did I appear to be laboring under any sort
of distress?”

Comprehension dawned. “I’m certain this has
nothing to do with your evening, my lord.”

Relief flickered over Sebastian’s face. “In
that case, you may show him in.”

The butler bowed. “Very good, my lord. Where
should I put the--uh--females?”

Sebastian stared at his butler blankly. “Did
you mention females?”

Meeks cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I
may have failed to mention that the solicitor arrived with two
females.”

Sebastian studied the butler uneasily. “This
is very bad news, isn’t it Meeks?”

“As to that, my lord, I couldn’t say. Mr.
Winston did mention that his business had to do with a will, my
lord.”

“A will,” Sebastian echoed blankly. “And he
brought two females with him? How old?”

The butler thought it over. “A young lady and
a woman I presume to be her companion or governess.”

Sebastian sighed irritably, but it was
obvious the only way to get to the bottom of the mystery was to
speak to the solicitor. Finally, he waved the butler off. “You can
seat the child and her nanny in the parlor--and have some
refreshment brought. And escort Mr. ---uh--whatever the hell his
name was in here.”

The butler bowed again. “I already took the
liberty of showing them into the parlor and ordering refreshment. I
will fetch Mr. Winston.”

Mr. Winston, it transpired, was a stout,
elderly barrister, and it seemed that it was he who was laboring
under some sort of distress. Despite his attempt to behave with all
dignity, Sebastian couldn’t help but notice the man was visibly
shaken when he entered the study, sweating profusely despite the
chill of the season and looked more than a little relieved that
Lord Huntington had agreed to see him. He took the hand Sebastian
held out in both of his and wrung it for a good few minutes before
he seemed to collect himself and released it, looking around for a
seat.

“How may I help you?” Sebastian asked
politely once he had seated himself, although the sense of
impending disaster that he’d felt from the moment Meeks mentioned
the visitor had only grown deeper when the man had appeared.

Mr. Winston allowed a faint smile. “I’ve come
on my client’s behalf, Lord Dermot Marshall.”

Sebastian’s brows rose. “Dermot? Good, God!
He is barely three and thirty, if that much, for he and I were at
Cambridge together and I am only a couple of years younger than he.
You’re not saying--?”

Mr. Winston looked suitably solemn for one
bearing bad tidings. “Alas, we fear so. As you may or may not have
known, Lord Marshall took it into his head to go off adventuring in
the wilds of the colonies about eighteen months ago. He has not
been in communication with us in almost a year--he was in the
uncharted territories when last he sent word to us--and despite
every effort, we’ve had no luck in tracking him down.”

Sebastian rose abruptly and paced to the
hearth, fiddling unnecessarily with the fire poker while he
collected his thoughts. He hadn’t seen Dermot in nigh two years,
but they had been the best of friends since their school days
together--or so he had thought. He had certainly not heard that
Dermot had taken it in his head to go off to the Americas,
though--not that he could recall. “And you fear foul play?” he
asked slowly.

“The possibility exists, but from what he
wrote, the territories are fairly wild--anything, or even nothing,
may have happened. All that I can say for certain is that
sufficient time has passed with no word that I felt that I must
implement his wishes.”

Sebastian turned to look at the man in
surprise. “His last will and testament? Surely you are being
precipitate in executing his will when you’ve no solid evidence
that he is--that anything has happened?”

Mr. Winston looked uncomfortable. “It’s
not--precisely his will--but his affairs must be put in order. I
feel confident that I, and my partners, can continue to handle his
financial affairs and his estate. It is his orphaned child who
requires--uh--parental care.”

Sebastian felt his jaw sag in stunned
disbelief. “His child? I didn’t even know he had wed!”

Mr. Winston reddened. “Well, my lord, as to
that, he didn’t. The girl is a--uh--legacy of a youthful
indiscretion. But when the girl’s mother died some years ago, he
took her in to rear her himself and had the paperwork done up so
that if he did not wed and produce an heir, she would inherit. The
thing is,” he added quickly, “he held you in the highest regard.
And he has requested that guardianship of his daughter pass to you
in the event that he is not here to fulfill his parental
obligations and see her suitably settled.”

“I see,” Sebastian said tightly, setting the
poker down and moving back to his seat behind his desk. “If that
isn’t just like Der,” he muttered. “Running off and leaving someone
else to deal with his mess!”

Mr. Winston blinked, paling noticeably. “I
beg your pardon, my lord, but Miss Kathryn is a lovely young
lady….”

Sebastian cut the barrister off with a sharp
motion of his hand. “She may well be, Mr. Winston, but as it
happens, I am not wed--I’ve no desire to do so simply to provide
the chit with a home and, I don’t mind telling you my reputation
isn’t the best. I’m not only ill suited for the role of guardian, I
am not prepared … Even if I wished to be, which I don’t mind
telling you, I don’t.”

The solicitor’s shoulders slumped. He shook
his head sadly. “I feared as much. Poor child.”

Sebastian stared at the man uncomfortably.
“She has other relatives…?”

Mr. Winston shook his head sadly. “Nay. Not a
one. A few distant cousins on her father’s side, but ….” He
shrugged. “They were not best pleased that he took the girl in and
made her his heir. I hated to turn her over to them ….”

Sebastian frowned. “Where has she been
staying all this time?”

“At Lord Marshall’s country estate, but you
must see as well as I do that that simply will not do at all--to
leave her there with no one but Miss Shirley and a gaggle of
servants? I would take her in myself, but my wife and I are very
old to be trotting after a young girl.”

Sebastian sighed irritably, but he realized
he was lost. He would have to do something for Dermot’s child. He
couldn’t simply turn his back on her.

Perhaps, he thought a little hopefully, he
could convince one of his sisters to take her in? Fanny was good
hearted, and a very motherly sort.

She had a half dozen girls of her own,
though, and the eldest just out this year. She would not be
thrilled to take another under her wing when she already had her
hands full.

Amelia he dismissed. He wouldn’t wish her on
his worst enemy. He couldn’t in good conscience push the child off
with a cold fish like that.

He shook the thoughts off. He was certain
something would come to him. Sighing, he stood. “Dermot was a dear
friend. I will do what I can for his child.”

Mr. Winston beamed at him, sitting forward in
his chair. “You will? Oh! That would be splendid! Splendid! I have
the paperwork right here if I could just take a few more moments of
your time to go over it?”

Sebastian frowned, feeling a faint uneasiness
that the man had brought the papers with him when he had seemed to
expect a rejection of the plan. If he had, then the only
explanation for bringing the papers that presented itself to
Sebastian was desperation, which was almost a more unnerving
thought than the suspicion that he had been manipulated into taking
the girl.

He glanced over the papers, casting his mind
back to his visits to Dermot’s estate. Vaguely, he recalled a few
glimpses of a fair haired child with huge blue eyes, usually
peering in through some doorway and taking flight if anyone glanced
her way. If he’d given it a thought at all, he supposed he’d
assumed the child belonged to one of Dermot’s servants--for that
matter the child he’d glimpsed might have, but if it had been
Dermot’s girl then she was very quiet and shy, which he found a
considerable relief.

He hadn’t thought to ask the solicitor how
old the child was, but Dermot was only a few years older than he
was. It seemed unlikely she could be more than eight or possibly
ten, even considering the comment about the youthful
indiscretion.

That would put her around the age of Fanny’s
middle girl--not that he’d spent a great deal of time around his
nieces, but he felt a little relieved nevertheless. He could cart
her off to a boarding school--and then a finishing school. By the
time she emerged, he would have nothing to do but arrange a
marriage for her and everything would be neatly taken care
of--assuming Dermot didn’t return in the meanwhile--which he
might.

Assuring himself the papers were in order, he
signed them, waved them around until the ink dried while the
solicitor made an abortive attempt to snatch them from his hand and
finally handed them over.

Mr. Winston breathed a sigh of relief, shoved
the papers into his satchel and leapt to his feet. “Well, my lord,
I won’t take up any more of your time. I’m sure the girl will be
quite well taken care of. Good day!”

Frowning, Sebastian studied the solicitor’s
hasty retreat to the door of the study. “Perhaps you should
introduce me to the child before you go? She does not know me,
after all. This must all be –unnerving for a youngster.”

Mr. Winston either did not hear, or pretended
he didn’t. Snatching the door open, he charged down the hallway and
out the front door without a backward glance.

Sebastian stared at the vibrating door with a
nearly overwhelming sense of uneasiness and finally strode down the
hall to the front parlor. As he opened the door, an attractive
woman who appeared to be in her mid to late thirties, glanced up
from a book she had been reading. “You must be Lord
Huntington?”

The child was seated in a chair with her back
to the door. His first inkling that he might have miscalculated her
age was when she stood up. She was not tall, but too tall, he felt
certain for a child of eight or ten. Twelve, he hazarded?

She turned around.

A shock wave seemed to roll over him,
completely stunning him. The first thing that captured his gaze was
the bountiful breasts that seemed in imminent danger of spilling
from her décolleté. It was not only the first thing that caught his
gaze, it was the only thing that snagged his gaze for many
moments--He wasn’t certain how many, but he was finally brought to
realize that a pregnant silence had fallen over the room.

With an effort, he dragged his gaze from the
most beautiful and impressive pair of breasts he’d seen in many
years--possibly ever--and met the nymph’s limpid blue gaze.

She was blushing, which tinted her flawless,
alabaster skin a lovely shade of peaches and cream. Her eyes, huge
and brilliantly blue, and surrounded by thick sooty lashes,
fluttered. Disconcertingly, his putter, too stunned to react
before, responded with delighted interest.

Clearing his throat, he shoved his hands into
his breeches pockets and moved to the hearth, putting his back to
the room while he gritted his teeth and willed his response away.
Deciding he had himself under control after a few moments, he
turned at last.

She looked like an angel. He simply couldn’t
get around the fact that she was shaped like a temptress and looked
like an angel.

And she was not--definitely not--a child.

He nodded, clearing his throat again. “You
must be … uh ….” He frowned. Had the damned man told him the
girl’s--young woman’s--name? Or had his wits totally deserted
him?

She smiled and his heart seemed to stop in
his chest. “I’m Kathryn--Kathryn Marshall, my lord. And this is my
companion, Miss Lynnette Shirley.”


Chapter Two

Kathryn felt faint. It had taken all she
could do even to pretend to be casual and pleasant.

Sebastian looked exactly the way she
remembered--tall, heartstoppingly handsome, dashing. She’d more
than half feared her girlish fantasies about Lord Huntington had
been enhanced by her daydreaming--and night dreaming if it came to
that, for she had been wildly in love with him since she was barely
fourteen and he had come for a visit to Elk Park, her father’s
country estate.

And when she had finally nerved herself to
take a peek at him, he had been looking at her just the way she’d
always pictured he would look at her one day, as if he thought she
was the most beautiful and desirable woman he’d ever seen.

It had taken a good deal of prodding to
convince Mr. Winston to bring her to Lord Huntington in London, but
it had been well worth the months of determined prodding.

She could hardly believe that after all these
years, her plan was coming together.

It was such a pity Dermot would not be here
to see her when she had her come out and then caught the most
eligible bachelor in England--She knew Sebastian had to be, for he
was by far the most handsome man she knew besides being a lord and
very well set up.

Of course, he was considered to be a bit of a
rake, and she supposed some might object to that, but she found
that dangerous air he had about him quite exciting. In any case,
Dermot had been a rake and she couldn’t see the harm in it, when
all was said and done. That was certain to change once he fell
madly in love with her.

Almost in a dream like state, she held out
her hand. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you taking me in
like this, my lord. It is so dreadful about poor Dermot!”

Sebastian blinked several times as that
comment sank in. Slowly, he felt his color heighten. He cleared his
throat, stared at her extended hand for several moments and kept
his own hands firmly in his pockets.

“Dermot?” he finally managed.

She looked conscience stricken. “I shouldn’t
call him that? He didn’t want me to call him papa, you must know.
He said it made him feel quite old, and he still preferred to think
of himself as a randy young buck.”

That artless comment caused Sebastian the
second wave of shock in less than five minutes. He looked her up
and down, which was a mistake, he realized belatedly, because he
hadn’t imagined that she was built like a goddess and the dress she
was wearing firmly attested to that fact.

It was the height of fashion--which was to
say virtually transparent. It was as well for him that she hadn’t
discovered--yet--that the more daring young women often dampened
their underskirts so that the gowns clung to their figure. He
wasn’t certain his heart could take any more. “Exactly how old are
you?” he asked a little hoarsely.

She beamed at him. “Eighteen. I should have
had my coming out last year, but Dermot--I mean Papa was in the
Americas ….”

Sebastian frowned, trying to do the math, but
discovered that was beyond him at the moment. “Eighteen!” he
echoed, aghast. “Eighteen?”

She chuckled. Like the rest of her, the
chuckle was far more pleasing to his senses that it should have
been. “Dermot was fifteen. He has always been very pleased with
himself over it--forever bragging to any who would listen. My
mother was his youngest sister’s governess, poor little thing. She
died, you know, when she was just a little thing--his younger
sister, I mean--but I think the family had already sent my mother
away before that,” she said frankly.

Sebastian glanced at the clock on the mantel.
It was scarcely noon, but he decided the hell with it. He needed a
drink--badly.

He looked around a little vaguely, but his
butler did not magically appear. Striding to the bell pull, he
reached for it and then dismissed it, snatching the door open and
bellowing down the hall for Meeks. Since Meeks was directly outside
the door--either listening or on the point of entering, his
ordinarily small eyes widened considerably. “You called, my lord?”
he asked with unruffled dignity.

“There you are! You must send someone to
ready rooms for my--uh--ward and Miss--uh….”

“Shirley.”

Sebastian glanced toward the woman who’d
spoken, but her expression was still very agreeable. “Miss
Shirley.”

“I took the liberty of doing so already, my
lord.”

Sebastian’s eyes narrowed as they settled on
the butler once more.

“I’m sure the ladies are quite worn out from
traveling and would like to go up to their rooms and freshen up,
and perhaps rest a bit before luncheon. Cook relays her apologies.
Luncheon will be delayed.”

“Thank you, Meeks. I assume you’ve already
seen to moving their luggage in, as well?” he asked, his voice
somewhat brittle.

Meeks nodded. “Certainly, my lord. I have put
Miss Marshall in the blue room,” he added significantly.

Sebastian stared at the butler suspiciously
for several moments, but finally decided the comment wasn’t a
direct insult to his integrity. It was a relief, actually, to know
Meeks had had the foresight to put her at the opposite end of the
house from him.

Not that that was really necessary.

He couldn’t stay here--not in the same
house.

No one who was not blind, deaf, and dumb
would believe for one moment that he, who was not quite a notorious
rake but didn’t miss it by far, would be able to keep his hands to
himself with a chit like that right under him.

He wished he hadn’t thought of it quite that
way, because thinking of her under him was precisely the reason he
was so rattled.

Moreover, he didn’t believe it, which was
exactly why he wouldn’t be staying.

He glanced at the goddess Aphrodite. “I hope
you will excuse me. I have--urgent business which I must attend
to.”

Disappointment filled Kathryn as she watched
Lord Sebastian stride from the room and disappear. The front door
had already closed behind him when she brought her attention back
to the butler. After casting an uncertain glance at Lynnette, she
followed the man upstairs.

Lynnette, trailing them, observed as they
made their way through the rambling manse. “A very grand stair, Mr.
Meeks--and such marvelous workmanship. Do look at the birds and
flowers carved into the spindles, my dear. Aren’t they lovely? And
so detailed! I couldn’t help but notice that all of the doors, and
of course the stairs, are quite wide. This mansion must date back
to the days of panniers?”

Mr. Meeks threw a glance at her as he reached
the upper landing. “I couldn’t say, Miss. Quite possibly you are
right. The house was built by the old Viscount--Lord Sebastian’s
grandfather. Part of it burned at one point--one of the London
fires--but it was restored.”

“Ah!” Lynette observed, smiling. “Did I not
say so? Such a pity carpenters don’t take this much pride in their
work anymore--Do look at the chandelier, my dear. I imagine we
won’t be stumbling around in the dark as we were at Elk Park!

“All the wainscoting, Mr. Meeks,” she added,
including him in her discussion. “Quite lovely, really, but so dark
one could not find enough candles to keep the place illuminated in
the evenings. I have often observed that it must be much like
living in a cave--particularly since, in the winter, gales blow
through the old place--I give you my word, gales! It’s nigh
impossible to keep the candles lit.”

Mr. Meeks gave her a condescending look as he
paused at a door along the corridor. “We have gaslights, Miss
Shirley, in most of the public rooms and many of the bed chambers,
as well.”

“You don’t say!” Lynette exclaimed. “So
modern! I do feel uneasy about the gas, though.”

Meeks managed a thin smile. “We are very
careful, Miss Shirley. You need have no fears there.” He
transferred his attention to Kathryn as he opened the door. “This
will be the blue room, Miss Kathryn. I trust you will be
comfortable here?”

Kathryn glanced into the room. “Where will
Lynnette be?”

“Just there, Miss Kathryn,” he replied,
pointing to the next door down. “I thought, you being a stranger to
the place, that you would be more comfortable with Miss Shirley
close by and the old house is quite empty now. Lord Huntington
lives here alone so all of the bed chambers, save his, are
available.”

Relieved, Kathryn followed him inside and
smiled politely as he pointed out the room’s amenities. When he’d
left again, she settled in a chair beside the hearth, warming her
toes and trying to chase the chill of her cool welcome.

She found it impossible to dismiss the
impression that Lord Huntington was less than thrilled to find
himself in the position of her guardian. She supposed she should
not have expected anything else. Dermot had not been very happy
when she had come to live with him either, despite the fact that it
was he who had tracked her down and taken her to Elk Park.

She supposed it was for much the same reason--a great desire to
have no more responsibility than absolutely necessary and the
uneasy feeling that she would be a bother, particularly since he
was accustomed to doing pretty much as he pleased.

She stiffened her spine. She and Dermot had
learned to rub along quite well together. She was certain, if he
would only give her a chance, she could prove to Lord Huntington
that she would not a be burden to him either--perhaps not an asset,
but not an encumbrance.

She was very independent and quite capable of
taking care of herself. She had been no more than five when she had
gone to live at Elk Park, if that much, and she had managed well
enough until he had hired Lynette.

In fact, she had managed completely on her
own for several months between the time of her mother’s death and
the time that Dermot had sent someone to find her. She was very
resourceful.

She had not seen so much as a spark of
recognition when Sebastian had looked at her, she realized
suddenly. She had been so awed by him, she had not been in any
state to notice his reaction at the time--except that she had
thought that he found her attractive. Now, she realized she had
misread everything. He had not been stunned to see she was all
grown up into a woman because he hadn’t remembered the child she
had been. He had just been stunned--probably at the magnitude of
the responsibility he had accepted.

That didn’t make sense either, though.

Until she recalled his question about
Dermot.

He had thought she was a child, she realized
suddenly! When he had agreed to accept guardianship, it was because
his friendship with Dermot had made him feel an obligation to his
child and when he realized that she wasn’t a child at all, he had
rushed out.

He had probably hurried off to find stuffy
old Mr. Winston about the papers!

She surged out of the chair at that and began
to pace the room, but she was too agitated to think. After a few
moments, she left the room and tapped on Lynette’s door.

To her relief, Lynette opened it.
“Why--child! You look as if you’ve seen a ghost. What is the
matter?”

Kathryn felt her chin wobble at the sympathy
on the other woman’s face. “I think he means to send me away.”


Chapter Three

“Nonsense!” Lynette said bracingly, grasping
Kathryn’s hand and urging her into the room. “I’ll have none of
that silliness! I have always told you that tears are a useless
self-indulgence. They solve nothing. They only make you appear weak
to others, and they will always look for weakness to use against
you.”

Kathryn swallowed with an effort, nodding.
She knew Lynette was right. Ordinarily, she did not have so much
trouble controlling her wayward emotions. She supposed she had been
so certain of Lord Sebastian’s support that it had only made the
fall that much harder.

“He thought that I was a child when he agreed
to take me in. He has gone to find Mr. Winston and tear up the
papers.”

Lynette pushed her into a chair and studied
her, her arms crossed over her narrow chest. “You have been told
this?”

Kathryn sniffed. “No,” she said slowly.

Lynette pursed her lips. “Then you do not
know anything. You have only allowed your imagination to upset
you!” She settled on the bench that sat in front of her dressing
table. “I was there, as well, let me remind you. And unlike you, I
was not so smitten with Lord Huntington that I could not observe
without prejudice.

“He was greatly surprised, I will grant you
that, but he was certainly not immune to your pretty face, my dear.
I could see that he thought you were quite lovely.”

Kathryn reddened. “He hardly looked above my
bosom, Lynette! I should be surprised if he recognized my face if I
passed him in a crowd!”

Lynette chuckled. “You are not
complaining!”

Kathryn studied her hands. It wasn’t that she
minded being considered desirable--if that truly was the case and
it wasn’t merely that he was so stunned by the freakishness of her
bosom that his manners had abandoned him, and she wasn’t convinced
that the former was true. In fact, she was miserably certain that
the latter was exactly what it had been--not desire, but simply
shock.

“I think that he does not want me here at all
and he will send me packing,” she said finally, unwilling to
confess her infatuation even with Lynette, with whom she generally
shared everything. Lynette was very practical minded, however, and
she would have denounced such a confession as the silly fantasies
of a child, not the reasonable expectations of a woman.

“We will cross that bridge if and when we
come to it, my dear. In the meanwhile, I am not at all displeased.
You need not tell me, or dispute, that you have set your heart on
wedding Lord Sebastian. I know you well, so you need not deny
it!”

Kathryn felt blood flood her cheeks again and
then drain almost as rapidly. “It is not that obvious?”

Lynette chuckled and leaned forward to pat
Kathryn’s hand. “Only to me, and only because I love you as a
daughter and know you better than anyone else.”

“I think I should like to have him as a
husband,” Kathryn admitted tentatively.

“Exactly as I thought!” Lynette exclaimed,
smiling knowingly at Kathryn. “And I can not say that I find fault
in your choice--he is a most handsome man! But you must know that
he is quite handsome enough to turn many girls’ heads, and I make
no doubt that there are many trying most earnestly to capture his
interest. You have the advantage though, for we will be right under
his roof!”

Maybe, Kathryn thought, still far from
convinced that she would not find herself in a coach headed back to
Elk Park by the morning.

“If I may say so, however, you have not
really done much--shopping. If one snaps up the first thing that
catches the eye, its almost inevitable that one will regret it, for
there is always something a little more intriguing if one
looks.”

Kathryn studied Lynette a little doubtfully,
tempted again to explain that she was madly in love with Sebastian.
It seemed to her that she always had been. She did think that he
was handsome. She knew that he must be a wonderful lover, for when
he had visited Elk Park, all the ladies had very nearly fought over
who would be his companion--and that could not have been for any
other reason except his prowess as a lover when marriage was not a
possibility and neither his wealth or title would be theirs.

Besides, she had seen him and it had thrilled
her no end just watching. She hadn’t felt anything like that when
she had watched the others--and there had been many, for her father
quite often entertained his friends at Elk Park. In fact, she had
found it mildly revolting to watch some of them.

She knew better than to flatly veto Lynette’s
suggestion, however.

Lynette studied her knowingly. “It can not be
any other way, you know, my dear,” she said gently. “You have come
to London for your coming out and you must make a push to appear
eager for it. Lord Huntington will certainly send you packing if he
realizes that you came only to try to rope him into marriage. Men
must be brought to arrive at this conclusion themselves, that it is
their idea and something that they want, else they are dead set
against it. First, you must tease him into desiring you, and then
you must flirt madly with every other eligible bachelor. When he
begins to realize that someone else may snatch you up, then he will
begin to think that he is not nearly as happy being a bachelor as
he believed.”

Relief flooded Kathryn. “You think so?”

“Of course! You are no great beauty, my dear,
but you are certainly not an eye sore and your father has settled a
handsome sum on you--besides the fact that you will be his heiress
if he does not return, which will be a great draw I don’t mind
telling you. I am confident Dermot will return in his own good
time, but in the meanwhile, you will be considered his heiress and
that is all that is really important.”

Kathryn tried not to look as dismayed as she
felt. It was almost worse to think the men would be hanging after
her for Dermot’s money than to think they would see nothing beyond
her bosom. “Don’t--don’t men ever fall in love?” she asked
doubtfully.

Lynette gave her a look. “They fall in lust,
my dear, which I suppose to them is much the same thing--either
with your face and figure, or your purse. You must consider
yourself fortunate that you are a very attractive package. As you
know, a woman without a dowry is of no interest at all, and one
with a small dowry will almost always find her choices very
limited.”

She paused, seeming hesitant to continue.
“Alas, your antecedents are not the best, dear Kathryn. Not that
your mother wasn’t well born enough to suit the most
discriminating, but the circumstances of her death--you must expect
that you will be snubbed by some, but you must keep your chin up
and refuse to allow that to bother you.”

Kathryn nodded. With an effort, she
suppressed the anger and sadness that always welled inside her when
she thought about the mother she could barely remember,
particularly when her mother’s character was brought into question.
“It was not her fault,” she said finally, unable to resist the need
to defend her mother.

Lynette grasped her hand and squeezed it.
“You do not have to convince me, dearest. There but for the grace
of God go I, for I haven’t a farthing to my name! Others may not be
kind, however.”

* * * *

There were very few members in the club with
the exception of the older men when Sebastian arrived, but that
suited his mood perfectly. He was not currently desirous of company
of any kind.

Not surprisingly, he had not been able to lay
hands upon Mr. Winston, for that gentleman had doubtless not slowed
his pace since he had rushed out and was likely well on his way
home by now.

It was just as well, Sebastian had decided
morosely. He might have been tempted to do something he would later
have regretted.

Besides, the chit’s age changed nothing,
really--not so far as his obligations, anyway. His comfort was
totally destroyed. His life was now in shambles, but he still could
not have turned Dermot’s only child away. She was alone in the
world. With Dermot out of the picture, someone had to see that she
was properly settled.

He realized that he should be relieved that
this was a task that he could dispatch quite readily instead of
something he would need to dread for years. He still had not
convinced himself of that, however, after near half a bottle of
fine brandy.

Dismissing it for the moment, he focused on
the logistics of the ‘problem’.

He needed a female relative to handle the
affair. It would not do for him to even attempt it, even if he felt
confident that he could--which he didn’t.

Try though he might, however, he simply could
not manage to dredge up some long lost female relative that would
do the trick.

He had one choice, Amelia.

In a general way, he might be insensitive to
the needs of others, but Fanny already had her hands full. She was
good hearted enough he didn’t doubt that he could cozen her into
taking the chit on, but he just wasn’t comfortable with the thought
of adding more to her plate.

Amelia was a widow and childless.

It had been his experience that she was also
an incredible snob, and a coldhearted, selfish bitch. As gentle and
shy as poor little Kat was, his sister would very likely crush her
spirit, but for the life of him he could not come up with an
alternative shy of rushing into marriage himself. And he wasn’t
about to do that, not for the sake of his friendship with Dermot
and not for Dermot’s daughter.

Seeing no hope for it, he left the club to
try to track down Amelia and see if he could persuade her to take
the chit under her heartless wing.

* * * *

Sebastian didn’t know whether to be more
annoyed, more embarrassed, or more disconcerted when the ladies
arrived in the salon for dinner and he saw that Kat had been
completely aware that he had not been able to keep his eyes, or his
mind, off of her bosom. She was swathed in a shawl when she
arrived, which he thought little of at first. When she removed it,
however, he saw that she had tucked a scarf into the neck of the
gown that covered her from chin to neckline.

He immediately felt like an old lecher--which
was a severe blow to his ego--but he was also embarrassed and
contrite that he’d frightened the girl by drooling down her bosom.
Unfortunately, he could think of no way at all to smooth the matter
over other than to ignore her attire.

Alas, her companion was not of a like mind
and he began to suspect that the social grace of the ‘blind eye’
was not something she was familiar with.

When he glanced guiltily at the woman seated
beside her on the sofa, he saw that she was giving Kat a
disapproving look. “That scarf does not go with the gown at all, my
dear.”

Kathryn reddened and clutched the scarf more
tightly to her throat, smoothing it absently. “I thought the color
matched quite well,” she said stiffly.

“I was not speaking of the color,” Miss
Shirley said primly. “Lord Huntington will think you a country
bumpkin with no notion of style or elegance.”

Sebastian had been thoroughly captured and
distracted by the movement of Kathryn’s hand, but at that comment
penetrated his absorption and irritation surfaced. He frowned at
the woman. “You must not bring me in to your disapproval, Miss
Shirley. I’ve no knowledge of lady’s fashions, but I can not help
but think Kat is lovely, whatever she wears, and feel certain that
all of London will agree.”

“That is very kind of you,” Miss Shirley
responded approvingly before Kathryn could say anything.

It was just as well. ‘Kat’ could think of
nothing to say. She supposed it was silly to be so pleased that he
had used a diminutive to refer to her, but Dermot had always called
her Kat as a sign of affection when he was feeling particularly
fond of her. He had never, in fact, called her Kathryn unless he
was scolding and, consequently, she was not terribly fond of being
called Kathryn.

It pleased her all the more that he had
defended her against Lynette’s scolding and complimented her.
“Thank you, my lord,” she managed to stammer belatedly, knowing
Lynette would be scolding her over her poor manners next.

Sebastian studied her with a touch of
surprise and finally smiled at her encouragingly. He still found it
more than a little unnerving to look directly at her, but it was
actually a relief to realize that he had not misjudged her by her
face. Obviously, she was as innocent and unspoiled as she appeared
to be if she could be thrown into such adorable confusion by such a
paltry compliment. “I think I will be disappointed when you grow so
accustomed to compliments that that poor effort pleases you so,” he
said teasingly.

Settling himself in a chair across from the
two women, he wrestled with his news for several moments, trying to
decide how to put the best light on it.

Not that he thought Kathryn would find it
unwelcome, at least not until she had had the opportunity to
experience life with his dragon of a sister, but he thought it
might make her a little easier in her mind if she knew he meant to
take his role as her guardian seriously. He might be a rake, but
despoiling innocents was not something he had ever done.
Admittedly, it was probably the only thing he had never been guilty
of--mostly because very young, ignorant, cringing virgins annoyed
the hell out of him and he far preferred women with enough
experience that they had some notion of how to please him.
Nevertheless, he was not completely incorrigible and he wanted to
reassure Kathryn that she need not worry that he would take
advantage of the situation and try to force his unwanted attentions
upon her--however hungrily he had looked her over before.

“As for fashion--I have spoken with my
sister, Amelia, and she was delighted at the prospect of taking you
under her wing,” he lied baldly, firmly pushing his uncomfortable
visit with his ‘dear’ sister to the back of his mind. “I assure
you, she travels in the highest circles. She has graciously agreed
to stay with us until we have you comfortably settled. She will see
to it that you are properly attired for every conceivable occasion
and that you go to all the right parties.”
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