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      London, May 1819

      

      The moment Maximus, his brother, and their adoptive mother entered the spacious hall of the grand theatre, curious eyes settled on them and murmurs encircled their small party.

      Stares were commonplace whenever they entered a room, especially in this new environment. It had always been the case, although the novelty usually wore off within a couple of minutes. However, there was one lady in particular who kept her gaze centered on them, puzzlement streaked across her face. She tilted her brow, looking at them with uncertainty, almost as if she were trying to understand something. She didn’t attempt to approach but continued to peer intently at them.

      “Why is that woman staring at us?” Maximus questioned under his breath, barely able to keep the annoyance at bay.

      “Perhaps she’s never seen twins before,” Lucius rebuffed.

      Maximus and Lucius were not just twins, they were identical and—according to the local girls in the small village close to their childhood home near Plymouth—were “two of the most handsome men alive, and completely swoon-worthy”. It was a moniker that Maximus did not care for, never had and probably never would. He’d rather be known for his intelligence, or skill with a horse, or knowledge of multiple languages, not for something as fleeting as appearance.

      “Perhaps you remind her of someone. Just ignore,” Larentia, their mother, said with nonchalance and a slight wave of her hand. “These women of the ton are often far too absorbed in gossip. Besides, we’ve only just arrived in Town. It couldn’t possibly have anything to do with us.”

      “Miss St. Albans!” a cheerful voice crescendoed above the crowd bringing even further attention to their party. A rather plump woman dressed in deep purple scurried towards them. “You’ve finally returned to London.”

      “Lady Kenton,” Larentia took the woman’s hands in her own. “It has been too long, my dearest friend.”

      “Twenty-three years too long to be exact.” The woman’s warm smile settled on Maximus and his brother. “These must be your adopted sons. It is a pleasure to meet you both at long last. Larentia has written to me often of your adventures. Tell me, how did you enjoy your time on the Continent?”

      Their time touring Europe felt like a lifetime ago. When their adoptive grandfather announced he wanted Maximus and Lucius to follow in his footsteps and embark on the Grand Tour, the brothers were just nineteen and—in Maximus’s opinion—naïve about the world beyond Plymouth. It had been a time of great personal growth for each of them. He’d enjoyed visiting new places, experiencing local customs, honing his drafting skills, and spending time with his brother, but he’d always longed for more. However, before he could conclude what ‘more’ encompassed, they’d been summoned home.

      So much had happened since they’d returned two years ago.

      “It was most enjoyable,” Maximus answered in a tone he hoped did not invite further questions. He was not in the mood for reminiscing, for sharing those intimate details of their travels, with someone he’d just met.

      His brother on the other hand…

      “I particularly enjoyed the opera in Milan, e le belle donne,” Lucius said before adding his infamously charming smile that quite frequently landed him in trouble.

      “Ricorda il nostro accordo,” Maximus warned under a hushed tone as Lady Kenton watched their exchange with interest. The brothers had already argued once today about Lucius’s indiscretions since arriving in London a few days previous.

      Lucius raised a brow in defiance, but kept his tone jovial. “Lei non capisce l’italiano.”

      “Oh my, and you both speak Italian?” A slight giggle escaped Lady Kenton’s mouth as a deep blush stained her entire face. Turning back to Larentia, she said, “I have not a clue what they are saying, however, I do believe the mamas had best keep a close watch on their daughters with your sons in Town this season.”

      Larentia shot Maximus and Lucius her best “behave yourself” warning before clearing her throat. “The play is about to begin.”

      “Oh yes, and it should be quite a spectacular performance this evening. Madame Hébert is performing the aria this evening.” The trio followed Lady Kenton up the grand staircase toward her box, passing even more curious eyes. “We’ll have plenty of time to get acquainted later.”

      The gentle hum of conversation and general merriment that had filled the theatre lessened—only slightly—as the production began. Even as Maximus tried to focus on the stage and ignore the chatter echoing across the vast gold and green space, his mind wandered, contemplating the disagreement he’d had with his brother earlier regarding Lucius’s current paramour. The woman in question had actually snuck into their townhome and cornered Maximus, believing he was Lucius. Then, upon discovering they were identical twins, offered her services to both brothers. Maximus lost his temper with the woman, which angered his brother.

      Why did he and his twin have to constantly be at odds? It never had been this way until their grandfather had passed away and they’d learned they would have to leave St. Albans Manor for London. Looking back, something had begun to change with Lucius that day.

      Maximus adjusted himself for the umpteenth time, swiveling this way and that, trying to find a comfortable position. It wasn’t that the seat was uncomfortable, or that he could even place blame on his surroundings—despite all the stares, it was that he was uncomfortable; uncomfortable and restless.

      He stretched his legs and, in the process, made contact with his brother’s chair. Two glaring blue eyes met his. “What is wrong with you?” Lucius’s scold rumbled above the performance.

      He shook his head, brushing off his brother’s question. They’d already had one argument this evening, and he would be damned if they had another—and this one not in the privacy of their home. He couldn’t do that to Larentia…again.

      Damn. Why couldn’t he relax?

      He turned his focus to the stage, trying to enjoy… Hell, he couldn’t even recall what he was supposed to be enjoying. A long sigh escaped his lips, earning a glare from all in their box. He attempted to adjust his legs again, this time kicking his brother’s ankle. Lucius eyed him with annoyance, his mouth opened as if to argue, then he snapped it shut.

      This was pointless.

      Maximus left the box before he annoyed his brother further, and ducked into the hall, his muscles instantly relaxing. Perhaps he just wasn’t used to the city. Except for those couple of years spent traveling across the Continent, he had spent little time in any city, much preferring quiet country life. A quick walk should ease whatever was plaguing him.

      Strolling casually, ignoring the couple of theatregoers loitering at the far end of the hall, he began to make his way toward the grand staircase. Before he reached his destination, a muffled argument from one of the boxes halted his retreat.

      No sooner had the sounds reached his ear when a woman stormed out of the box in question, colliding with him. He wrapped his arm about her waist to keep her from landing on the floor. They stood chest to chest, hearts beating rapidly.

      “Oh,” she gasped. “I…” Her words halted as she glanced up at him. Warm vanilla and sweet lavender encircled them.

      Maximus stared into the most enticing eyes he’d ever seen—one emerald green, one deep brown. Her compelling eyes riveted him in place as his heart pounded against his chest anew.

      Time halted, and energy surged between them. She stared at him with a tender longing.

      Who was this woman?

      Countless moments later, the lady spoke. “I apologize for ruining⁠—”

      “You didn’t ruin anything,” he quickly reassured her, but couldn’t the find words to say more.

      Her mouth curved into a beautiful smile, revealing matching dimples, which sent a whirlwind through his world. He’d always had a fondness for dimples. “I…I best be returning to my party.”

      “I suppose I should release you,” he said with reluctance.

      “Yes, I suppose,” the words brushed past her pink lips with the same reluctance.

      Several seconds passed before he actually did release her, his body instantly feeling the loss. Before he could ask her name, she retreated back into the box, leaving him wondering what the hell had just happened. If not for the remnants of lavender and vanilla clinging to his coat, he might have believed he dreamt the entire scene.

      He paced a short length several times trying to convince himself he should not sneak into the box and discover her identity. They had not been properly introduced. It would create a scene. In the end, common sense won, and he decided it was best to rejoin his party.

      Maximus took in a deep breath, the muscles tightening in chest, as he reluctantly walked back to his box.

      “So nice of you to join us again.” His brother’s tone was laced with sarcasm as Maximus entered the loge. “I hope you’ve settled down.”

      His patience was being tested at every turn this evening. Before he could remark, Larentia stated, “Lady Kenton has offered to show us around Town later this week. Perhaps we may see the Egyptian Hall.”

      Maximus simply nodded as he took his seat. He had other things on his mind presently. He desperately wanted to discover more about the woman he’d encountered in the hall, and what had caused her to be so upset, and….

      His heart sank. What if she was married and had quarreled with her husband? If that were the case, it was probably fortunate he hadn’t barged in on her party. Before too long, he had conjured an entire scenario that had him enraged and wanting to call out the bastard who had upset her.

      Damn. He needed to stay calm. He didn’t even know her name. What if she wasn’t married? How would he discover her identity without a proper introduction? He pondered the question for several minutes before an idea struck.

      As soon as the play finished, he would rush to her box and casually bump into her again. It was a simple plan without the possibility of scandal. He would be able to talk to her again, and with any luck, acquire her name.

      With his plan settled, he rather impatiently waited for the play to end. At least this time he knew what was disrupting his senses—a blonde-haired beauty, with the most intriguing eyes, four boxes away.

      Loud clapping thundered through the theatre bringing him back to the present. Larentia and Lady Kenton were deep in conversation about the quality of the play and Madame Hébert’s performance, while Lucius seemed distracted by something, or rather someone, near the stage.

      Adrenaline rushed through his veins. There was no time to lose. He would worry about the next step once he found her again.

      Emerging into the hall, excitement quickly gave way to frustration as his progress was hindered by several parties loitering in the hall engaging in lively talk about the evening’s festivities, both on stage and in the audience. Maximus edged around them and waited near the box the lady had retreated to. With each passing minute, he became more anxious as more and more people filled the corridor. He watched as Larentia and Lady Kenton strolled past, and Lucius disappeared in the opposite direction. He could not be bothered with his brother’s antics at the moment. Besides, he was his twin, not his keeper. He watched as the crowd dispersed and still no one emerged from box number four.

      His insides turned as he struggled to formulate a new plan. Perhaps he could enter the loge, mistaking it for his own, claiming he’d forgotten…well, he didn’t know what, he’d conjure some item when the time came. He maneuvered past the strolling guests, sucked in his breath, and pulled back the curtain.

      Empty.

      A heavy sigh escaped his lips. Where had she gone?
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        * * *

      

      “Renovations on the cottage are almost complete. You’ll finally be able to leave Warrington Hall.”

      “I enjoy spending time with Lady March,” Sabina corrected her brother. Plus, she couldn’t imagine being alone day after day, removed from Warrington Hall and those she held dear.

      Titus ignored her comment, continuing on to extol the positives of the renovation. “I believe you will be most pleased with the small library,” he said with much enthusiasm.

      Since her lifelong dream to marry and have a family of her own would never be, it was nice to know that she would have a lovely cottage, far away from the gossips, to call her own. Despite her circumstances, she still fared better than most spinsters, thanks to her brother. He might be several years younger than her, but once he reached his majority, he had always ensured her future was secure.

      Before she could express her appreciation for what Titus had arranged, her sister-in-law—Eunice, interfered. “The final steps into spinsterhood,” she said with a snicker. “And a fitting end for the Cursed Heiress.”

      “Eunice, that’s enough,” Titus half-scolded. Sabina could not blame her brother for not taking a firmer approach with his wife. He had to endure her—and their mother—every day he took a breath, not to mention still being in need of an heir. She truly felt for him.

      “You shouldn’t take that tone with your wife,” their mother said as she took Eunice’s hand, lovingly folding it within her own.

      Eunice raised a triumphant chin before taking another jab at Sabina’s expense. “I suppose living the life of a spinster in the old hunting cottage is better than being at Lady March’s side constantly.” Eunice clearly had learned the disagreeable art of insulting Sabina from her husband’s mother. For two women not related, the similarities and jibes were endless.

      As if enduring her sister-in-law wasn’t trying enough, Mother decided it was her turn to chime in, “I still can’t quite comprehend how you managed to swindle His Grace and Lady March into letting you reside with them all these years.”

      Mustering what little bravado she had left in her soul, Sabina retorted, “Perhaps if you had been more⁠—”

      Mother’s eyes turned ice cold and filled with hatred. “What? More of a mother?” She clutched her hand to her chest, her performance rivaling those of the actors on stage. “I was grieving the loss of my husband.”

      “And my father.” Sabina shook her head, trying to erase the memory of that horrible day and her mother’s unkind words. She did not want to suffer another lecture, followed by an argument, and conclude with more insults. Instead she settled for a plea. “I rarely see you and Titus. Do you not think it possible that we could have a pleasant evening just this once, Mother?”

      “I agree with Sabina.” For the second time that evening, her brother came to her defense, but she was certain he would pay the price later.

      “Of course you do,” cried Eunice. “You always side with your dearest sister. You don’t care for me.” Sniffling, she buried her face in her hands.

      Or sooner it would seem.

      “There, there, Eunice, darling.” Sabina’s mother, the woman who’d given birth to her, who was supposed to love her, was comforting the instigator. Mother raised her gaze to Sabina. “Look what you’ve done.” Hatred blazed in her eyes. “What have I done to deserve a daughter like you? I’ve been cursed since the day you were born.”

      The words seared straight through Sabina’s heart, striking at her very core. Tears burned the corners of her eyes as she fought to control her breathing. One would think she would be used to the barbs after enduring so many years of them, but they still hurt. Since her father’s passing, all she had ever wanted was her mother’s love.

      Desperate to escape, even if only for a moment to regain her composure, Sabina swallowed the hard lump in her throat, raised her chin, pulled back the curtain, rushed from their box none-too-gracefully, and straight into a wall. Only this wall was warm and smelled like a pleasant autumn afternoon in the country.

      Firm arms wrapped about her waist, keeping her from falling. She glanced up into the most handsome face she’d ever seen.

      “Oh…I…I’m…” She sounded like such a ninny instead of a woman of thirty.

      She lost herself in the sea of his clear blue eyes. The theatre, her mother’s cruel words, the constant stares, all faded away and settled into this one perfect moment. His warm hands penetrated through her satin dress, searing her skin and sent her heart thundering.

      She tried to think of something intelligent—or at least somewhat witty—to say but she was not used to conversing with handsome men who disrupted her senses. “I…I apologize for ruining⁠—”

      “You didn’t ruin anything,” the handsome stranger’s deep masculine voice quickly set her at ease. His fervent gaze stirred a long-forgotten flutter in her stomach.

      She did not want the moment to end but did not want him to be caught with her either. She fought to control her swirling emotions. “I best be returning to my party.”

      “I suppose I should release you.” It almost sounded like he didn’t want to.

      Her heart soared for a brief moment before reality pierced it with an arrow, sending it crashing to the ground. Although there was something familiar about him that she couldn’t quite place, it was clear this gentleman was new to London, otherwise he would have already set her to her feet, bid adieu, and run the other way. The gossipmongers could be altogether too cruel to those who came near the Cursed Heiress.

      “Yes, I suppose,” she whispered. Despite the glorious feel of his warm hands holding her, it was for the best. Her life’s path was clear, straight and narrow.

      Although not quite ready to face her family, she slipped quietly into the box and took her seat, praying her mother might have some compassion for her frayed nerves.

      “So, you’ve decided to return?” Mother’s tone was hard and disapproving.

      Sabina had hoped to have a pleasant visit with her brother, but current company made it impossible. Rigidly holding her tears in check, she tried to maintain her composure for peering eyes, tried to ignore her mother’s slights and Eunice’s harsh glare, tried to ignore the stares and hushed mockery from the gossipmongers, but she was only human.

      Mustering whatever calmness still within her power, she politely excused herself. It was the one positive aspect to being a spinster—she could come and go as she pleased. No sooner had she retreated down the grand staircase than curious onlookers were weaving tales about the Cursed Heiress. She picked up her pace and never looked back.
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      After spending a restless night begging the nightmare to stop, Sabina was exhausted, and her day was only just beginning. It was the same nightmare she’d had since she was seven years old, but this time…this time the nightmare was so much worse, threatening to swallow her whole. What could it mean? It had been years since her wild, tormented dreams had been this awful. An uneasiness settled in her stomach that had nothing to do with hunger.

      What felt like hours later, she was as ready as she could possibly be to face the world. She didn’t bother to take another glance at her appearance. She could barely focus on her steps, what with the pounding in her head. By the time she neared the breakfast room, not only was her head was aching badly, but her stomach was growling.

      Smells of fresh-baked bread drifted into the hall, pulling her into the bright sunlit room. The promise of food eased some of the tension threatening to cause her world to spin onto its side. As was standard in the Duke of Warrington’s house, the buffet overflowed with a variety of breads, cakes, coffee, tea, and warm chocolate. She made a plate and took her usual place near the head of the table. Warrington did not stand on formality when not entertaining.

      Two nibbles of bread and not enough tea into her meal, Lady March strolled into the room. “Good morning, Sabina. Did you not enjoy visiting with your brother last evening?” Although her tone was pleasant, there was a layer of apprehension lacing her words.

      Her mother’s harsh words from the night before ricocheted off the banging in her head. Sabina rubbed her temple. Don’t think about her, she can’t hurt you here. Never one to complain about her family, she pasted on a smile and questioned, “Why do you believe the evening was poor?”

      Sylvia strolled to the buffet, eyeing the assortment of delicacies. “You returned early and did not visit me.”

      Sabina had been so distraught because of the scene with her mother and sister-in-law that she’d retired the moment she’d got home. “I’m⁠—”

      “Dearest.” Sabina raised her eyes at the endearment, meeting Sylvia’s gaze. “You do not need to apologize. I’m just concerned.”

      It always warmed her heart how much Sylvia cared for her. They weren’t related, or even close in age. Sorrow and grief had brought them together, friendship and love kept them together.

      Icy fear twisted around her heart, as her mother’s hurtful words played over in her mind. “Can I ask you something?”

      Sylvia’s brow creased with worry as she took the seat beside Sabina’s. “Of course, dearest. You know you can talk to me about anything.”

      She took in a deep breath before the words poured form her mouth, “Do you ever regret taking me in all those years ago?”

      “Why would you…” There was a brief pause as dawning settled in. “Oh, your mother.” Sylvia’s tone held only some of the disdain currently coursing through Sabina’s veins. “No, my dearest. You’ve been a constant joy to both Warrington and I.” She took Sabina’s hand. “My only regret is that you never found love.”

      Thoughts of the gentleman she’d bumped into at the theatre, and the way he’d smiled at her, rushed to the forefront of Sabina’s thoughts banishing the unpleasantness with her mother. Warmth filled her cheeks and caressed her body. He was without a doubt the most handsome man…

      Lightning struck her thoughts. Ever since the encounter, she’d been trying to place him. “There was a man at the theatre who reminded me of someone, and it just occurred to me whom. Is one of Warrington’s nephews in Town?”

      “I don’t believe so.” Sylvia leaned forward with great interest. “Perhaps it was one of Lachlan’s sons. They’re not due to arrive until next week, but perhaps they arrived early.”

      Sabina couldn’t restrain the giggle. “If it was, the mamas of the ton best lock up their daughters, bolt the door, and post guards.” She paused for a moment, remembering the feel of the gentleman’s hand on her back as he kept her from falling, and the look in his eyes as he held her in place. He might have looked like one of the Duke’s nephews, but he certainly did not act like one. He hadn’t taken advantage of the situation or suggested anything untoward, and there was nothing rakish about him. She shrugged off her first assumption. “I suppose it was just someone who reminded me of His Grace.”

      “Good morning, Lady March, Miss Teverton.” Picus, His Grace’s most trusted servant― although Sabina would not really call Picus a servant―greeted them. Picus was more like a confidant-cum-valet-cum-investigator. “Who reminds you of His Grace, and please don’t ruin the promise of a good day and inform me that Lord Lachlan’s sons have arrived early?”

      Sabina and Sylvia giggled in unison. Poor Picus. Quite frequently he had to repair any damages Warrington’s nephews caused.

      Sabina did not know all Warrington’s relatives, but over the course of the past twenty plus years, she had heard many fascinating stories involving the Warrington men, and had even met quite a few of them. They all seemed to bear the same remarkable dark hair and blue eyes. “I encountered a gentleman last evening who had similar coloring to one of His Grace’s relations.”

      “Could you tell me more about him?”

      Ever since the Duke’s grandsons were kidnapped more than twenty years previous, Picus and Lord Daniel—His Grace’s younger son—had investigated every lead, no matter how small or impossible. It was the reason they returned to Town this season.

      Warrington had received a cryptic message from the Duke of Rhuddlan informing him that twins, bearing a strong family resemblance, had recently departed Plymouth for London. Several days later, he received a similar letter from his friend, Lord Richard Somerset, who’d spotted the pair at a coaching inn near London. These were vague leads at best, but ones that still required investigation.

      “He looked quite similar to His Grace, just a younger version and taller.” Sabina had always thought the Duke a handsome gentleman, and despite the sadness that marred his features, he had aged gracefully. His once dark hair had greyed with the heartache he’d endured since first his grandsons were stolen in the dead of night, and then his eldest son was killed in a carriage accident.

      “Was their anyone else with him? Did you speak with him? Did you happen to see his direction after the play ended?” Picus’s questions turned almost desperate. The twenty-third anniversary of when Lord Zachary and Lord Richard were taken had come and gone, and still there was no clue as to what had happened, but the family had never given up hope.

      Far too embarrassed about the episode with her mother and sister-in-law, Sabina skipped to the part where she bumped into the mysterious gentleman. She was used to the questioning and took no offense, trying to provide as much detail as she could. “I needed some air, slipped out part way through the first act, and encountered the gentleman in the hall. He was alone, so I am unsure who he attended the theatre with or which box he occupied.”

      She didn’t believe the gentleman she’d seen to be one of the lost heirs. But who was she to deny His Grace and Lady March their hope?

      “Do you recall anything else?”

      “I’m sorry, Picus. It all happened so quickly.”

      “Please do not worry yourself, Miss Teverton.” He offered a slight bow. “I will see what can be discovered. Enjoy your day.”

      “Thank you, Picus.”
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        * * *

      

      Rays of sunlight pushed through the morning haze signaling the start of yet another day in London, and still there was no sign of his brother. Maximus rubbed his eyes before running his hands through his hair. He was exhausted, frustrated, and beside himself. He’d spent half the night looking for Lucius, and the other half pacing and waiting for one of the footmen he’d sent out to return.

      Where the bloody hell was his twin?

      They’d only been in London a few days and already there was a significant change in his brother, and not a good one. His brother was on a downward spiral and there was nothing he could do to change the descension into a less than desirable world.

      Soft footsteps signaled he was not alone. He turned around and looked into a pair of deep brown eyes weighed down with worry. “Any word?” Larentia’s voice cracked. “He doesn’t know anyone. Where could he have gone?” She stepped further into the drawing room, pulling her shawl tighter about her shoulders.

      You didn’t have to know someone to get into trouble, but he wasn’t about to share his opinion with Larentia. Instead, he tried to put her mind at ease. “I’m sure Lucius isn’t in any danger.” Yet. “Why don’t you get some rest? I’ll inform you the moment I receive news.”

      Larentia sucked in a long deep breath, and then simply nodded her acquiescence. Maximus knew she was beyond exhaustion with concern to relent so quickly without so much as a word. She trudged from the room leaving him alone with his thoughts once again.

      Damn his brother. The older Lucius got, the more inconsiderate of their adoptive mother he became. He glanced at the clock on the mantle. He’d give the footman fifteen more minutes before he…

      A cheerful whistle followed by the front door closing drifted up into the drawing room. Storming toward the sound, Maximus met Lucius as he reached the first floor.

      “Where have you been?”

      “Enjoying the city.” Lucius’s nonchalance did not sit well with Maximus.

      “Do you have any idea how much you worried Larentia?” his demand thundered through the room.

      “There wasn’t anything to worry about. I simply wanted to taste the delights of the city, and⁠—”

      “And bring ruin upon yourself.” Maximus narrowed his gaze, looking directly at his brother. “Damn it Lucius, everything we are, everything we have, is because of Larentia and Grandfather.”

      “I don’t have to answer to anybody, especially not you. We’re the same age or have you forgotten? I’m a grown man⁠—”

      “Damn it, then start acting like it.” The words rumbled from Maximus’s mouth, startling his brother. Wide unfathomable eyes settled on him. Bloody hell. He needed to change tactics, finding some middle ground. Softening his tone, Maximus continued, “I don’t want to argue. There have been a lot of changes as of late, and Larentia is still grieving Grandfather’s death. If nothing else, rein in those desires, for her sake.”

      Lucius’s features sagged with remorse. “For Larentia’s sake, I will. And I’ll even find a way to make amends.” He took in a sharp breath. “But don’t expect my good behavior to last for long.”

      It never did.

      

      After a rather tumultuous morning, Maximus wanted to be left alone with his thoughts, and what better way than to spend the afternoon outdoors on a pleasant Spring day. Since a horse was not at his disposal, a long walk would have to suffice.

      “Going somewhere without me?” Lucius called as he strolled down the stairs with Larentia at his side.

      “Like I could ever escape you,” Maximus cautiously teased.

      “I’m afraid we’re bound together for life, my dear brother.” Humor lingered on his words. It seemed as if Lucius was somewhat back to normal—or what passed for normal since their Grandfather’s passing—after this morning’s incident. At the very least, Lucius was attempting to make amends with Larentia.

      “I’m going for a walk. Care to join me?” Maximus offered.

      “That would be lovely. Lucius and I had the same idea.” And without further ado, the trio alighted to the foyer.

      Before too long they were strolling along the footpath toward Kensington Gardens. It was nearing the fashionable hour when it would seem that all of London wanted to see and be seen. Chatter and giggles trumped the sounds of nature, making it nigh impossible to enjoy the outing. His plan for a pleasant walk had been thwarted. Maximus made a mental note to avoid this time of day in the future.

      Even Larentia seemed lost in her own thoughts, while Lucius strutted down the path like a peacock fanning its feathers for all to admire. And because they were identical twins, Maximus was unwillingly put on display as well.

      “Do you not ever tire of being stared at?”

      “No,” Lucius said as he smiled at the passing ladies. “You should follow suit and enjoy being seen. Looks are a fleeting luxury and I intend to take full advantage of mine while I have them.”

      Their good looks might have proven an asset on many occasions, especially while traveling on the Continent, but Maximus wanted more from life than bedding beautiful women in various countries. He inhaled deeply and let out a long slow breath. He wanted so much more. He wanted…

      The lady from the theatre. She was here.

      In the near distance, the object of his thoughts was riding in a carriage. Loose strands of golden hair had escaped her bonnet, gently caressing her face. If he picked up his pace, he might be able to reach the conveyance. There was nothing inappropriate in offering a pleasant afternoon greeting.

      “Oh, Larentia, must we hear about the history of the gardens?” Lucius’s complaint distracted Maximus from his plan. “Can’t we just enjoy the view?” he said as his gaze followed a pretty lady dressed in too much pink.

      He was just about to excuse himself and go in search of the lady when Larentia opened and closed her mouth as if to respond to Lucius. Her brows drew together. She edged closer to Maximus and uttered, “I believe we’re being followed.”

      “Don’t be silly, Larentia,” Lucius announced. “You thought someone was following us earlier when we were shopping, too.”

      She shifted her eyes to the right and then nodded in the same direction. “The handsome grey-haired gentleman has been strolling in the same direction as us since we arrived.”

      “There are plenty of people walking in the same direction,” Maximus said, attempting to reassure Larentia and return to his original goal of finding the lady. He took a quick glance about. She was gone…again.

      “I can’t shake the feeling that someone is watching…” She stopped mid-sentence and turned her attention to Lucius. “Did you do something?”

      “Why must you always assume I am in trouble?”

      Not being able to resist, Maximus jumped in and teased, “In, created, stumbled upon—it’s always the same, and always comes back to you, dear brother.”

      “I am completely innocent of any charges.”

      Larentia shot Lucius an incredulous glare. “If you say so.”

      “I do say so.” He gave Maximus a sideways glance. “I’ve been restricted from engaging in any nefarious activities or private enjoyments with the opposite sex.” Lucius brought a hand to his chest and declared, “I’ve been a perfect saint.”

      Perfect saint? Maximus had not realized his brother even knew the meaning of being virtuous. He wanted to add that it had not even been a full day since Lucius’s last incident but thought better of it. They were having a pleasant afternoon and he didn’t want to spoil it with an argument.

      Shaking her head, a slight laugh lined Larentia’s words. “You are quite the scoundrel Lucius.”

      “Not yet, but one can hope,” Lucius said with a mischievous look and a wink. And that was precisely why Maximus took it upon himself to watch over his brother.

      They continued along toward Kensington Gardens. Every so often, Maximus glanced over his shoulder to pacify Larentia’s suspicion, but he did not espy anything unusual. Numerous couples were enjoying the fine day, the gray-haired man Larentia had noticed earlier was strolling casually in the distance looking up into the trees—presumably at birds, and several ladies giggled behind gloved hands. There was nothing out of the ordinary around them.

      Before Maximus could offer further reassurances, a rather portly woman wearing a bright crimson hat almost as wide as she, scurried toward them. “Oh, my dearest Miss St. Albans. I heard you were in Town via Lady Kenton, and could hardly believe it, but here you are! And with your sons!”

      “Good afternoon, Lady Craythorne. It is true, we’re residing in London.” Larentia introduced Maximus and Lucius, and as per usual, there was much commentary.

      “You’re both quite similar and quite handsome. I believe it shan’t be too much trouble to find a wealthy heiress for each of you.”

      A horrified look crossed Larentia’s features that bordered on comical. “They are not in the marriage mart quite yet, Lady Craythorne. We’ve only just arrived⁠—”

      “Not in the marriage mart, pshaw!” Lady Craythorne ended with a dismissal of her hand. “Whether they know it or not, all men are in search of a bride. That’s why they come to Town.” She shifted her attention to Maximus and Lucius. “And how are you enjoying London?”

      “Very much—” Lucius began but was interrupted by yet another question.

      “Have you been to the theatre?”

      Maximus had the suspicion that Lady Craythorne did not let anyone finish a thought and rather enjoyed hearing herself speak. Of course, the pitch of her voice made it rather impossible for those within ten feet not to hear. However, he suspected her knowledge of the ton to be quite limitless. He still did not know how to go about discovering the identity of the lady he’d met last evening. Damn, he thought of nothing else. From the moment he’d held her in his arms, he’d wanted to know more about her. He’d never experienced such an instant attraction to a woman before.

      “Lady Craythorne, perhaps you could solve a slight mystery for me?”

      Eyes wide, she leaned forward intently. “Of course.”

      Maximus kept his tone low with the hope Lady Craythorne would follow suit. “There was a lady⁠—”

      “You didn’t tell me you met a willing woman,” Lucius jested.

      Maximus narrowed his eyes and shot his brother a glare before continuing, “As I was saying, I left our box to stretch my legs. And happened across a lady. She had the most remarkable eyes—one green and one brown.”

      At the mention of the eyes, Lady Craythorne inhaled quickly, “Oh, you must be referring to Miss Teverton. I have never known it even possible to have two different-colored eyes, but she is proof.” The spot between her dark brows narrowed. “She rarely comes to Town however, and has been firmly on the shelf for quite a few years now.”

      On the shelf? The woman he encountered could not be that old, and certainly not a spinster. Perhaps Lady Craythorne had her gossip confused. Maximus attempted to ask another question but before he could formulate a sentence, Lady Craythorne veered off on another tangent about an Italian actress and the nephew of a duke.

      At the very least he knew she wasn’t married, and now was in possession of a name. Miss Teverton.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a couple of wet days, Maximus was aching for exercise. He was not used to being cooped up inside with nothing to do. He missed the country, missed riding, missed tending to the land, but most of all, he missed his grandfather. On days such as this, they would spend hours in the library, researching, discovering, sharing. At least his mind would have been stimulated. The library at their London townhouse was lacking at best with only a handful of books, most of which on poetry.





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-fell-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
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.


OEBPS/images/al-ebook.jpg





OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-abc-screen.png






