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      Anxious to save a cherished inheritance, Blythe Blatchfield, widowed Countess of Chilcombe, knows she must repair her reputation with the Beau Monde in order to face the powerful marquess challenging her dissolute husband’s will. She vows to resist handsome rogues like her late husband, and to never again give her trust so blithely. But when the new earl, absent from England for many years, finally appears, new rumors swirl around Blythe. Facing the loss of everything, she finds herself needing the help of an old enemy, the man whose interference years earlier led to her unhappy marriage, the new Earl of Chilcombe.

      

      Called back to England to take up his late cousin’s title, diplomat Graeme Blatchfield is eager to see his cousin’s widow and learn for himself whether the rumors about the woman he once held a childish infatuation for are true. Having plunged into marriage with the last earl—Graeme’s fault for revealing their tryst—she’s been tainted by her husband’s decadence. Forced by matters of the estate to spend time together, he soon discovers the vulnerable and lonely woman underneath the society mask. Can he get her to forgive him—and more?
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      JANUARY 1823

      Blythe Blatchfield, Countess of Chilcombe, pulled her cloak closer in the dwindling light, urging her mount into a trot, and followed the fresh tracks of Sir Morris Pierpont’s phaeton. In two miles or so, the lane would join the old Roman road leading to Andover. and from there, to London. A mile or so beyond that junction, a traveler would reach the old Black Sheep Inn. She was relying on Sir Morris stopping, if not for the good ale brewed there, then to rest his horse, or perhaps even a visit with the barmaid known to favor the deep-pocketed gentlemen traveling the route.

      What she would do when she found the fellow…

      She reined up, anguish flooding her. She took in deep breaths of the cold clear air until her panic subsided and reason returned.

      What will I say to Sir Morris?

      Earlier her husband’s valet, Newton, had sent a message to her at Bluebelle Lodge, summoning her in all haste to nearby Risley Manor.

      She’d delayed. If Archibald Blatchford, Earl of Chilcombe, had pushed the limits of his favored poison too far—if he was dying—she had no wish to rush to his bedside and endure the silent censure of the attending physician. As if she had any control over her husband’s addictions.

      Archie, however, still lived. Bleary-eyed and barely coherent, he’d let Newton explain about a previously unknown property dispute involving Bluebelle Lodge and the manner of resolution—a new will.

      Bluebelle Lodge, her refuge, the precious legacy her late guardian had fought hard to include in the marriage settlement—Archie meant to just will it away, leaving her, and the dear ones she cared for there, utterly homeless.

      Newton had been one of the witnesses and he’d paid close attention to the contents. Indeed, the new will omitted the generous legacy that had been promised to the faithful valet. Instead, Archie had given Newton money that very morning.

      The other witness to Archie’s signature had been Sir Morris, and it was he who was carrying a second signed copy of the new will to Archie’s London solicitor. The other signed copy had been locked away in Risley Manor’s muniment room, safe for now, until she could find a way to retrieve it.

      Her immediate concern was the duplicate Sir Morris carried. He must let her see it, perhaps even copy it for the solicitor she would need to engage.

      The snow that had threatened earlier began to fall fast and furious. With a touch of her heel, the horse trotted on and passed through the gates and onto the dips and turns of the lane leading to the road. Around the next tight turn, she pulled her mount up and her gaze swept over the scene.

      A wheel spun horizontally in the rising wind, while its match lay broken on the ground beneath it. The tall vehicle had teetered and overturned. Two horses stood in their traces, seemingly unhurt.

      She moved her mount closer. A body came into view, and her breath tightened as she recognized the large frame and prematurely balding head of Sir Morris.

      Dismounting, she went to him. The open eyes were unseeing, and she sent up a silent prayer. One arm twisted unnaturally and his head lay in the basin of a shallow rock pooling with blood. Quickly shedding a glove, she called his name and checked for a pulse, finding none.

      She tried again, casting her gaze over the terrain. A basket had spilled its contents—a flask, a bundle of food. And there… an open valise.

      She donned her glove and went to the valise. Among the shirts, linens, and small clothes was a document folder. She opened it and, raising her cloak as a shield against the descending flurries, flipped through the contents. Letters in a feminine hand she returned, but the next one she unfolded, glancing at the signature.

      Lord Vernon Falfield. Heart pounding, she skimmed the brief missive and tucked it into her bodice.

      No will yet. She combed through the items of clothing more carefully. An oil-cloth-wrapped cylindrical bundle had been wedged at the bottom. She slipped off the string and unrolled it, fingers tingling inside her gloves.

      Breathless, she skimmed the heading on the parchment: The Last Will and Testament of Archibald Blatchfield, Earl of Chilcombe.

      No time to read it now. Quickly rolling it, she stowed it under her cloak and glanced around. The fields on either side were Chilcombe land, which she knew like the back of her hand. Traveling cross-country, she could reach Risley Manor more quickly and send help for the horses.

      Or… This road was well-traveled. Perhaps someone else would come along before then.

      She found a stout log, mounted her horse, and made her way through the deepening snow, trying to sort through her jumbled thoughts.

      The will… She’d never surrender it until she’d at least had a chance to read it. If what Newton had told her about the contents… It was certainly not valid given Archie’s dazed state. She would challenge it.

      Reaching the edge of the field, she entered the woodland. Distant shouts reached her from the direction of the road and she wheeled around. A splash of red revealed a coach and she breathed a sigh of relief. Sir Morris had been found.

      She turned her mount then paused. The snow had settled peacefully over her tracks; no one had seen her come this way. No one, not even Newton, knew she’d chased after Sir Morris. That had been a split-second impulse, turning her horse to follow him instead of returning to Bluebelle Lodge.

      If she could retrieve the other copy… Perhaps no challenge to the will was necessary. One of the witnesses was dead, and the other, Newton, stood to lose in this new version. He, the butler and housekeeper, would all lose the generous bequests mentioned in the will Archie had made when he and Blythe married.

      She pulled her cloak closer and headed to Bluebelle Lodge.
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      APRIL 1824

      “I’m afraid there’s a challenge to the will, my lord.”

      Graeme Blatchfield, new Earl of Chilcombe, suppressed a shudder. He wasn’t yet used to this elevated rank, and the news the solicitor’s clerk imparted was more than an unhappy wrinkle in his plans.

      The young clerk, Mr. Emory, couldn’t be much more than twenty. He had the pale skin, gaunt look, and ink-stained fingers of a conscientious fellow who spent too much time at his desk, and he was visibly nervous about bringing a client bad news.

      Summoned by duty, Graeme had just arrived in England. HMS Phoebe had rescued him from an anticipated long delay in Cape Town and cruised into Portsmouth without fanfare, delivering him months earlier than expected. At the port’s busy Keppel’s Head Hotel, he’d had his first hot bath, hearty meal, and comfortable bed in many weeks.

      Mail had awaited him. The College of Arms’s letter confirmed his title; the King’s writ summoned him to take his seat in the Lords; and the Foreign Office’s directive required an in-person report on his last assignment.

      Aside from the official demands, there was a letter from the earl’s steward reporting that his homes and estates were in better order.

      Better than what? That information went unmentioned.

      The letter from the Chilcombe solicitor, Mr. Fleming, had been cryptic as well. Though his late cousin, Archie, had slipped this mortal coil over a year ago, his will had unexpectedly not been settled.

      Restless after so many months on ship, Graeme borrowed a horse in Portsmouth and rode most of the way behind the chaise hauling his trunk, traveling as far as Kingston Upon Thames. Stiff and sore from a day spent on horseback, he’d decided, in his first exercise of aristocratic privilege, to summon Mr. Fleming to his private sitting room at the inn.

      Mr. Fleming hadn’t appeared, being away in Suffolk on some important business. Emory had come in his place.

      So much for the new Lord Chilcombe’s noble power in summoning the solicitor.

      “It may be some time before it can be resolved,” the young man said.

      Graeme tethered his temper. The long journey had given him months to stew and speculate, and to remind himself that the career he wanted was not in Parliament. His plan to arrange for management of the Chilcombe estate and be off to a new diplomatic assignment might have hit a sizeable obstacle.

      “Go on, Emory,” he said.

      “It is rather complex, I’m afraid. It has to do with a new will containing changes, the principal of which pertains to a cottage and property called Bluebelle Lodge. The late earl’s will, executed at the time of his marriage… well, it was a complicated arrangement hammered out as part of the marriage settlements with the previous owner of Bluebelle Lodge, Mr. Davies, who was also Lady Chilcombe’s guardian. The gist of it was that the property was to go to the countess in lieu of any of the normal support she would receive by means of dower or jointure.”

      Lady Chilcombe. Blythe. He felt a rush of longing and quickly suppressed it.

      There’d been a letter waiting in Portsmouth from her as well, brief and more formal than a diplomat’s missive. He’d been wondering whether she’d taken up residence in a dower house, if there was one at Risley Manor.

      “Someone is contesting her claim to the property?” he asked.

      “It’s more complicated than that. There apparently was a dispute about boundary lines. Mr. Davies’ widow predeceased Lord Chilcombe, leaving the property to the Chilcombe estate. It has been alleged that Bluebelle Lodge was not the previous owner’s or his wife’s to bequeath. Nor, subsequently, Lord Chilcombe’s.”

      Graeme remembered Davies, a genial older man, and his affectionate wife, who’d once been Blythe’s governess. The childless couple had welcomed Blythe into their home when her parents both took ill and died, leaving her orphaned.

      “What a bloody mess,” he said. “Go on.”

      Emory blinked and sat up straighter.

      “As a means to easily settle the matter of the disputed property—the earl being quite ill at the time—a new will was purportedly executed, leaving the property to the claimant instead of Lady Chilcombe.”

      “And so, Lady Chilcombe is left with… what?”

      A long pause ensued. “It seems that she will receive the small dowry she brought to the marriage—five hundred pounds—as well as her wardrobe and the jewels that are not part of the estate.” His voice sounded tight and he cleared his throat. “As I mentioned, in the marriage settlement, she waived her right to dower or jointure. This fact is acknowledged in the putative new will in which the late earl left her…” Mr. Fleming paused, his color rising. “One pound.”

      One pound.

      Blythe had been disinherited.

      Why?

      Memories of the bright, cheerful, beautiful girl she’d once been flooded him. He held them back along with the anger that rose in his throat.

      “I should like to see this new will,” he said.

      “As would Mr. Fleming, my lord. He has only seen what is claimed to be a fair copy of it. He did not draft it. He had no knowledge of a boundary dispute, else he would have directed a review of the devolution of title among the documents stored at Risley Manor and Bluebelle Lodge. Mr. Fleming has been the Chilcombe solicitor for the last twelve years and is very careful about due diligence.”

      “I see,” Graeme said. And he did. He’d known his cousin Archie was a villain; perhaps he was also an idiot.

      Or the property claimant had blackmailed him.

      “Mr. Fleming will certainly show you both the copy of the putative will and the original will, executed at the time of the earl’s marriage, as well as the marriage settlement, but they are held at Mr. Fleming’s chambers.”

      “How long do we expect the matter to drag on?”

      “As to that, I cannot say, my lord. The Pregorative Court of Canterbury was reluctant to proceed with this thorny matter until after your arrival.”

      Thorny matter indeed. A will executed shortly before the earl’s death, a will that violated the terms of the marriage agreement—what had Blythe done to deserve that?

      “The countess is challenging this new will?” he asked.

      “Actually, it is the old will that is being challenged, as no one has seen more than a copy of the new one the earl is alleged to have executed.”

      “Ah, yes, you did mention that.”

      “Risley Manor has been searched for a copy, to no avail.”

      Which begged the question, was there a new will? Perhaps he’d pursue that question with an inquiry agent.

      The whole matter reeked of fraud. He couldn’t imagine why the court had not dismissed the challenge. Unless…

      “Speak plainly, man. Challenged by whom?” he asked.

      “The Marquess of Diddenton.”

      Diddenton. Graeme dredged up a memory of a boozy dinner on board a naval ship in the San Francisco harbor where Diddenton’s name had come up. He was a powerful peer with connections to the British East India Company and the Canton opium houses, as well as highly placed friends in the Foreign Office. He was thus, perhaps, also a man with the power to help—or harm—a man’s diplomatic career.

      Emory cleared his throat. “My lord, may I move on to a discussion of the entailed property?”

      After Emory left, Graeme found his way to the busy taproom, the clerk’s news settling like a dark cloud around him.

      If the few rumors he’d heard through the years were true, Archie had lived a sordid life. The solicitor’s clerk had confirmed that he’d died a pathetic death as well as leaving a bloody mess with that business of a new will.

      The last time Graeme saw his cousin, Archie had been deep in his cups, celebrating his accomplishment of siring a baby boy with the countess. Graeme’s father, older brother, and an older male cousin, each in line to the title before Graeme, had been alive then too.

      The title might be useful but he’d never wanted it. He’d never envied Archie anything except—for a brief foolish moment—Blythe.

      He paused at the bar and ordered a pint and then made his way to a table, thinking. What he was sorely lacking was gossip. The sort that filled in the cracks, the empty pauses, and the unmentioned scandal.

      As to scandal… He’d ruthlessly forced Blythe from his thoughts years ago. And yet… the news of his cousin’s death, hand-carried to him in the Columbia District of Canada, had stirred memories and piqued his curiosity. Blythe was free now. What sort of woman had she become? And how soon could he see her?

      A pert barmaid brought him a brimming mug and he quaffed a hearty gulp.

      “Ho, there’s a man I recognize.”

      The voice came from a tangle of gentlemen who’d just entered. One of them disengaged and approached his table.

      “Blatchfield, is that truly you? Are you going to cut me now that you’re an earl?”

      “Morley?” Graeme stood and extended a hand. Manus Morley had been a schoolmate, one Graeme had rescued from trouble more than once. They’d run into each other in Paris several years earlier and Graeme, there serving on Wellington’s staff, had introduced his old schoolmate to Paris’s fashionable haunts.

      “You’re a welcome sight.” He clapped the younger man on the back, pulled out a chair, and signaled to the servant. A baron’s younger son, Morley had the handsome looks and cheerful manners that gave him entrée to society. He was just the man Graeme needed to talk to: a wag, good at gleaning gossip and willing to share it.

      Morley put up his hands. “’Fraid I can’t join you tonight. Just came over on the packet. I ran into those fellows and shared a coach. Heading up to town with them. But damn if I’m not happy to see you.”

      “I’ve just arrived myself. Making my way to Chilcombe House tomorrow.” Graeme leaned in and smiled. Morley was a good enough friend that there was no need to beat around the bush. “Is there anything I should know before I arrive there?”

      “Well.” Morley’s eyes glittered and he laughed. “I may be behind on the news, but I did hear that Lady Chilcombe has come out of mourning with fanfare.” He cocked his head, eyes filled with mischief. “She christened her return to society with a grand ball at Chilcombe House.”

      “She’s at Chilcombe House?”

      Morley nodded.

      A fluttering of awareness quickened his heart, and his fingers thrummed the table. He’d see her as soon as tomorrow afternoon.

      Blythe as a merry-making widow. For the short time he was here, he’d have to enter society. If she was well established in the ton, perhaps she could ease his path there.

      Perhaps she could ease more than his path with the ton.

      The longing he felt… it was only to satisfy his curiosity before sending her off to… to somewhere.

      “She’s only just recently returned to town,” Morley said. “Before that… well, she was away for some months, but no one quite knows where.” At Graeme’s frown, he held up his hands defensively. “Not speaking ill of her, but⁠—”

      The barmaid’s appearance interrupted Morley’s next thought. Still standing, he accepted the tankard.

      “But… you’re brimful of, er, intelligence?” Graeme raised his drink, saluting his friend. Good intelligence gathering allowed a man to gossip, and gossip often held nuggets of truth. Sometimes boulders.

      “Not quite brimful…” Morley glanced around and lowered his voice. “It pays to keep my ear to the ground. I’ve had to make my own way after Father died, you know, and I’ve been dabbling as an inquiry agent. I’ll see if I can learn anything else. Look for me at White’s tomorrow afternoon. Or better yet—I’ll call on you and escort you to the club myself.”

      Morley glanced back at his friends, and Graeme had a sudden thought. He’d never spent much time in London but he’d heard that gossip there spread quickly.

      “Do me a favor, Morley,” he said. “Don’t tell anyone I’m back.”

      Morley blinked, his lips quirking. “Ah. A surprise arrival. I’ll tell these fellows you’re a client.”

      Graeme raised an eyebrow. “We’ll talk tomorrow then.”
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      Blythe Blatchfield, widowed Countess of Chilcombe, ought to be grateful. Days earlier, just as dawn broke over London, she’d sent the last guest home from the mad crush of a ball she’d held here. Her drawing room had been filled with callers ever since.

      The ball had been her official come out after her year of mourning, an event she’d paid for herself out of the pin money she’d squirreled away for years. She’d planned a smallish affair for guests like her friend Lady Loughton, whose daughter was having her first season. The other invitees had included members of the ton who hadn’t cut her entirely, as well those who hadn’t yet had the opportunity to do so.

      The gathering had mushroomed beyond her wildest imaginings.

      To her surprise, notes of acceptance had poured in, as well as requests for invitations. The ton was eager to see the scandalous countess who’d disappeared into the countryside with her husband and his disreputable friends.

      Despite her murky past, despite the watered down ratafia and skimpy supper on offer, her carefully planned reappearance in society was a raging success. Those with a nose for more scandal were rewarded by the scene of a duke insulting Lady Loughton’s daughter.

      Many of the best of London attended. She was gratified, even as she hoped they wouldn’t lay the blame for the young duke’s misbehavior on the hostess. She needed to curry the favor of the beau monde if she was to confront a scheming marquess. She needed to find her place in society, and the higher the place, the better.

      If only her morning callers represented the best of the ton. Unfortunately, the most dedicated ones were inveterate gossips like Mrs. Netley and her daughter, as well as a scattering of brash young bucks.

      It wasn’t merely tittle-tattle about the misbehaving duke they wanted. Her late husband’s sordid life and death, and the old rumors about the Chilcombes’ marital arrangements, still had gossips probing. The lusty gentlemen enjoyed gossip too but were mainly here to test the new widow’s virtue.

      The news of Diddenton’s claims of a new will disinheriting her added to the titillation, despite the marquess’s struggle to produce a credible document. A document she prayed he would never find.

      The impasse would end, somehow, when Graeme Blatchford arrived in England. The court would either tell the marquess to find another widow to impoverish, or Blythe would be cast out of her home. If that happened, her fight would be with the new Earl of Chilcombe to honor the terms of his late cousin’s settlement agreement. And fight, she would.

      A buckskin clad leg brushed her skirts, making her skin crawl. The loathsome man who’d seated himself next to her, Lord Vernon Falfield, was her late husband’s bosom friend and the fourth son of the scheming marquess. He’d been a participant in the goings-on at Risley Manor. He was also very likely the source of the gossip about her at White’s, Boodle’s, and Brooks’s.

      After Archie’s death, she’d banned him from Risley Manor and Bluebelle Lodge, and even escaped for a time to Lady Wyndham’s Matron Manor, a haven for widowed ladies like herself. Upon her return to town, her servants had held him at bay, except on her at-home days.

      Today, he’d wedged himself and his Pomona green waistcoat onto the settee next to her.

      “The latest on dit,” Lord Vernon said, “is that the Swilling Duke has fled town.”

      Laughter ensued, along with speculation about the duke’s destination. The silly young duke, who’d expelled his dinner on Lady Loughton’s daughter’s ball gown and passed out—dubbed the Swilling Duke by the wits—was only displaying publicly the least offensive behavior she’d seen in Archie and his friends privately.

      She turned her gaze to the mantel clock, wondering how soon she could send all of them away and pay a promised call on Lady Loughton.

      “Speaking of traveling peers,” Mrs. Netley trilled over the hubbub in the room, “when will the new Earl of Chilcombe arrive?”

      Blythe steadied herself. She fielded this question at least once at every social event she attended, and yet every time, her insides quaked from the uncertainty. She aimed to be gone from Chilcombe House before the new earl swanned into London looking down his nose at her.

      “Has he been found?” one pink of the town asked.

      “Lord Chilcombe’s date of arrival is uncertain,” she said, “but I’m informed that we might expect it to be in a few months.” July, if the winds are favorable, the Foreign Office said.

      “At which point you will be cast out?” Lord Vernon asked with a sly, sympathetic pout.

      Mrs. Netley visibly perked.

      Blythe uncurled her hands and drew in a breath, refusing to be baited. Chilcombe House had to be maintained anyway, and she would stay until she needed to move into lodgings an easy drive to Doctor’s Commons.

      If only her own dear little son had lived, her one worry might be an unfriendly daughter-in-law years from now precipitously tossing her out of Chilcombe House.

      “Dear Lord Vernon,” Blythe said blandly, “I am not living in the plot of one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels.”

      The others laughed, as she meant them to do.

      “I’ve heard that there’s to be a hot air balloon ascension next month in Sussex,” she said, “and if any one of you is au courant on all matters scientific, you must tell us everything you know about it.”

      Delighted, one rattlepate clapped his hands and launched into a report, while Mrs. Netley settled back in disappointment, and Blythe eased in another breath to slow her racing heart.

      Smiling and nodding at what must be all the right parts in the monologue about Mr. Graham’s balloon and the aeronaut accompanying him, she heard barely a word.

      She was not anymore living the plot of one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels. Archie’s death had given her a reprieve from the gothic, sordid existence that he’d thought to impose, and that she’d refused to embrace. She hadn’t so much won the battle as simply outfoxed and outlasted him.

      It had been an exhausting trial, one she wouldn’t willingly renew with any man. She might have to fight for Bluebelle Lodge and its lands, but Graeme Blatchford wouldn’t cast her out of Chilcombe House because she wouldn’t give him the chance.

      Though the despicable brat surely would attempt it.

      She’d been a good steward, even before Archie died. She’d seen to the much-needed repairs on Chilcombe House, begun before Archie’s death. She’d stretched the budget allowed by the court to sweep out the stench and sordidness of the late Earl of Chilcombe and his friends, both here and at Risley Manor, the Chilcombes’ main seat. She hoped that by the time Graeme set foot in England, the old will would be proved, and she’d be residing permanently at Bluebelle Lodge.

      Mrs. Netley was voicing her disgust at female aeronauts when the drawing room door opened and the Chilcombe butler, Adwick, white-faced under all his dignified aplomb, caught her eye. Before he could speak, another man stepped around him and surveyed the room.

      A stranger to her, he was a man of perhaps thirty, starkly handsome with light brown hair. Not as handsome as Archie had been, not as tall nor golden-haired like her Adonis of a husband. Still, wide-shouldered and square-jawed under the start of an afternoon beard, he stirred a warmth in her that she hadn’t felt in years.

      Along with the awareness rippling through her came a touch of apprehension. Despite the need for a shave and coats dusty from travel, he carried himself like a man in command, entitled and privileged, and signaling… disdain, perhaps.

      His unsmiling gaze made a circuit of the room, noting Mrs. Netley and her daughter, moving over the dandies, fops, and pinks of the town, then flitting over her to Lord Vernon.

      And then quickly returning to her. His study of her sent his lips into a thin line and then his eyes widened.

      Her heart raced and stuttered, while around her the air shimmered and the floor threatened to open and take both herself and the lovely Queen Anne settee down into… into…

      No. No, no, no. She would not faint. Would not. Would not.

      Adwick cleared his throat and announced the arrival of the Earl of Chilcombe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Blythe’s spies and correspondents in the various seaports and government offices had failed her.

      Pulling herself together, she stood. “What an unexpected surprise,” she said truthfully, and added, “And most welcome.”

      His frown said he didn’t believe her. As well he shouldn’t.

      “Lady Chilcombe,” he said, bowing.

      Before he’d left England, the serious boy had become a young man with a reputation for impeccable manners. Those manners she knew hid a contrary nature and an utter lack of charm and humor. A strange mix of traits for a diplomat.

      He’d grown since then; filled out, matured, toughened. He was a stark contrast to his cousin, Archie.

      It seemed she must drastically move up her date of departure from Chilcombe House.

      And go where? Her friend, Lady Loughton, had a houseful of family descending on Loughton House and no room for a homeless countess.

      She would ask there for shelter anyway.

      Or she could gather her things and retreat to the country, except that she needed to be in town, active in the social swirl, close to her solicitor, close to the court handling the disputed will.

      Shaking off her dithering, she went to greet the new earl, mustering her composure, groping for words, her senses muddled. They’d been friends once, many years earlier, and she wasn’t immune to a handsome, active, masculine man’s scents—cologne, horses, and fresh air.

      Up close, the glint in his hazel eyes signaled… a challenge? That this was his home, not hers?

      Or could it be humor.

      “You have only just crossed the threshold?” she asked, her voice trembling. Despite the chaos of life with Archie, she’d never grown comfortable with sudden disruption, with careful plans gone awry, with watchfulness and danger.

      Remembering the crowd waiting with bated breath to see what came next, she steadied herself. She had to win over society. Any hint of weakness might be her downfall with the ton, and eventually, with the court deciding the matter of Archie’s will.

      The new earl reached for her hand, said “Excuse us,” to the crowd of visitors, and led her out. Adwick followed them, pulling the drawing room door closed.

      Too startled to speak, she freed herself from the large, warm, masculine hand and composed herself yet again.

      “I gather I have arrived earlier than expected,” he said. “You look well, cousin.”

      Cousin? She supposed they were that now, but by marriage only. Warmth rose in her cheeks to match the heat she saw in his eyes.

      Oh, this would not do.

      “You will want to refresh yourself,” she said, mustering a bored tone. “Adwick, please show the earl to his chambers. And then, my lord, I will see this crowd out and meet with you at your earliest convenience.”

      He studied her, his expression unreadable, said thank you, and left.

      Blythe pressed a hand to her heart and slipped into the drawing room.

      In the seconds it took to return to her guests, she’d prepared a task list in her head: tell her maid Radley to begin packing; send a servant to Mivart’s Hotel on Brook Street; and send a note to her estate agent telling him there was no longer any time to quibble over leases.

      Getting rid of this lot in her drawing room—the new earl’s drawing room—would be easy. Their call on the scandalous countess had harvested quite a juicy morsel of gossip. By dinnertime, all of London would know that the impeccable Earl of Chilcombe had arrived to claim his home and found the old earl’s countess residing there.

      By breakfast, they’d learn that Lady Chilcombe had departed said home. There would be much gossip about her departure, but staying under the same roof with the new earl alone would stir far more.
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        * * *

      

      The butler, a ramrod straight, austerely handsome man with gray hair, led Graeme up a flight of stairs and down a hallway covered in carpeting.

      The air of understated elegance matched that of the lady below.

      Blythe.

      The rich blue of her gown had turned her eyes, her changeable eyes, from gray to blue. She was more beautiful than ever she’d been as a girl. He’d wanted to take her in, all of her.

      There’d be time for that. She’d been defensive, as well she might be given the possibility of that new will.

      It was instinctive to take her side, and perhaps incautious until he knew more.

      The butler stopped and opened an ornate painted door, and he stepped into a generously proportioned sitting room. Through an inside door, he caught the eye of a liveried male servant, who put aside a stack of shirts and hurried out to present himself.

      “This is Clive, my lord,” Adwick said. “One of our footmen. I’ve assigned him to assist you until your, er, valet arrives. He is unpacking your trunk.”

      “Thank you,” Graeme said. “That’s helpful. At present, I have no valet. Perhaps Clive could fulfill that duty in the interim.”

      The butler blinked and then went on. “Your rooms have a bathing chamber. If you wish, Clive will draw your bath and assist you with shaving.”

      A bath. The third in four days and much needed. A bath would rid him of the smell of horse and ease a few persistent aches in his posterior.

      “I do wish. Thank you, Adwick.”

      “I’ll send up a tray while you wait.” Adwick excused himself and left.

      “A bathing chamber,” Graeme mused, looking around at the mahogany furnishings.

      “The chamber is straight through here, my lord.” Clive motioned toward the room where he’d been working. “The water is heating.”

      He’d seen some elaborate bathing suites in his travels but had seldom had a chance to avail himself of them, especially during his last assignment.

      “By all means, lead on.” He entered another elegantly furnished room, the bedchamber. The carpets and curtains looked new. The furniture, if not new, had been reupholstered and the wood polished to a reflective gleam.

      “I didn’t realize the accommodations of Chilcombe House would be so modern,” he said.

      “Her ladyship had the bathing chamber put in when the structural repairs were starting, before the old earl’s death, and then she refurbished this suite for good measure.”

      “Refurbished? What? Everything is new?”

      Clive paused, expressionless. His tone had been approving; now he looked as though he thought he might have said too much.

      “It’s nicely done,” Graeme said. “Do go on.”

      “Yes, well, my lord, her ladyship took great care with the repairs and the decorating. Everything is new—that is, the carpets and curtains and upholstery. The furniture is original.” He paused for a breath. “Except for the bed. This one is new. She ordered the old one to be carried out and burned.”

      “Did she indeed,” Graeme said.

      Clive sent him a look, nodded, then dropped his gaze.

      There’d been admiration for the countess in that description of the refurbishing and more than a note of approval about the bed.

      “By your leave, my lord, I’ll go and check that the water is hot.”
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        * * *

      

      At the writing table in her bedchamber, Blythe sealed the letter to Mr. Stockwell, the land steward at Risley Manor, and rang for a servant.

      Adwick appeared carrying a salver piled with letters. “The footman has returned with notes from Mivart’s and the estate agent,” he said. “And some other mail has arrived for you.”

      “That is quite a lot of letters.”

      “Most of these are for his lordship. Two are for you,” he added, handing them over.

      “Indeed.” Blythe choked back a laugh. Word had traveled fast. Invitations were pouring in from the curious and the mamas with marriageable daughters. Or perhaps the responsible papas. They would want to make sure the new earl was not as disreputable as the old one.

      She accepted her correspondence and glanced quickly at the note from Mivart’s—yes, they could accommodate her ladyship. The estate agent’s note was equally short. He would see her the following morning.

      She recognized the careful penmanship of one of her two letters and cracked the seal on it, smiling. Coralie wanted to know if Blythe would be at Bluebelle Lodge in June for her fourteenth birthday, which Mr. and Mrs. Stockwell promised would be a grand celebration. The tenants’ children would come, if no one else would, and Mr. Stockwell would play his fiddle, and they’d have games and dancing. Nicholas was over his latest cold and reading all the books he could get his hands on.

      Blythe sighed. Despite being shunned by the better society of Hampshire, Coralie made the best of life. An earl’s vivacious daughter ought to have at least the company of the local gentry’s children. Blythe would find a way to visit in June, even if she had to take the public coach and walk the seven miles from Whitchurch to Bluebelle Lodge.

      Nicholas’s future was another concern. Small and prone to chest colds, she’d like to bring him to London to see a proper physician. If his health improved, then what? The grandson of a marquess, especially a child as hungry to learn as Nicholas, ought to have a proper education. Not that she’d want the marquess in question to have anything to do with the boy.

      She would find a way. If she could keep Bluebelle Lodge.

      The next part of the letter brought a frown. A gate had been torn from its hinges and several escaped sheep hadn’t been found.

      Mr. Stockwell senior, the steward at Risley Manor, and his son Samuel Stockwell, who managed Bluebelle Lodge, had reported similar incidents over the last year. They’d speculated the problems were caused by travelers or vagabond ex-soldiers. No one wanted to accuse a marquess or his son.

      The loopy handwriting of the second letter was unfamiliar. Blythe broke the seal and skimmed to the signature.

      Her pulse pounded, excitement mixing with apprehension and growing to outrage... And more than a little fear.

      

      My dear Contessa,

      I hear you are looking for me and I know what you want. I’ll give it to you for five hundred pounds. I know someone who’ll pay more but I’m giving you a bargain seeing as how you took care of Maddy and her boy. Have it ready and I’ll send word next week where to bring the money. Coins only no bank draft. A generous time for you to pawn what you need to.

      I’m not well, thanks to the earl and I need that money.

      L. C.

      

      Lunetta Casale

      

      Her efforts to find the woman had borne fruit after all.

      She had no doubt that Lunetta Casale—a ridiculous stage name—was ailing. This woman, whom Archie brought to Risley Manor as a nurse, might have been made ill by Archie somehow.

      A shudder went through her. After their separation, Archie had dallied in very low circles those last few years; he’d taken the cure more than once.

      After the local quack and Mr. Jarrow, the magistrate and coroner, ruled that his death had been from illness, Lunetta had disappeared.

      And then Blythe had held her breath, wondering if the new will would surface. It hadn’t been in the muniment room when she’d searched before Archie died, nor in Archie’s desk after his death. The steward, Mr. Stockwell, hadn’t found it. The men sent by Jarrow had not uncovered it either. None of the servants confessed to having ever seen it.

      Before he was felled by an apoplexy, Mr. Jarrow had never asked Blythe about the will either. She’d carried on as if the new will had never existed.

      Jarrow’s likely suspect was Newton, Archie’s valet, who’d had no love for his fellow servants, nor for Blythe. Newton had taken the two hundred pounds Archie gave him the morning he witnessed the will and left Risley Manor the next day for parts unknown. He hadn’t been found.

      The magistrate had not even bothered to look for Lunetta.

      Blythe locked the threatening letter in a drawer of her writing desk.

      She heard the great entry door below her chamber open and close, and a man’s deep baritone and footsteps on the stairs. She shuddered, waiting long moments for someone to knock on her door and tell her Lord Vernon was calling again.

      She went to the window and looked out. Grosvenor Square bustled as usual but there were no carriages stopped in front and no horses being held by urchins. Whoever was visiting had walked here.

      When the bedchamber door opened, it was her maid, Radley, who entered carrying in clean laundry.

      “Is there a caller?” Blythe asked.

      “Yes. A gentleman for Lord Chilcombe. Must be a close friend as he had Adwick escort him up to his bedchamber.”

      “Ah, well, we have time then before I meet with the earl. How quickly can you pack our trunks? We’re moving to Mivart’s Hotel.”

      

      Graeme sent Morley on his way and then turned back to the mirror to tie his own neckcloth.

      Morley had kept to his promise to call and escort him to White’s. In truth, the gossip Morely had learned had been troubling and better imparted in the privacy of Chilcombe House.

      Archie’s life and death had been the subject of speculation at Bow Street; Morley learned this because he was a good friend of one of the magistrates serving there and was wangling for a position himself while he carried out investigations for hire.

      As for Blythe… there were those who suspected that Archie had shared her with his gentlemen friends. There were others who thought it had not been lung fever that Archie had succumbed to; that in fact Blythe had delivered a fatal dose of opium.

      The land dispute matter… little had leaked out about that. But Diddenton was a crafty dog, rich beyond belief from the opium he sold in China… as well as in the Fens and the East End.

      Morley had more to tell him, but Graeme sent his friend on his way to White’s, promising to meet him there later after he’d had a chance to review the pile of post he’d told Adwick to leave in the study.

      He’d talk to Blythe as well, though what he would say… It was too soon to question her. He’d seen that defensiveness flare in her eyes.

      He found Adwick waiting outside his door. The butler cleared his throat. “Her ladyship asked me to assemble the staff so that you can meet them. They’re in the hall.”

      A handful of servants awaited him, and it struck him that, other than Clive, they were, all of them—even the two chambermaids and the kitchen maid—on the far side of forty years old or perhaps even older.

      Adwick introduced them and apologized that the housekeeper wasn’t present. The earl’s arrival was unexpected, and she’d been given leave to visit her dying sister.

      Blythe was also missing.

      “I should like a tour of the house one day,” Graeme said, “but for now though, show me the way to the study, please.”

      

      A short while later, Graeme stood at the study window looking out on a riot of color in the well-ordered garden and then returned to the massive desk.

      Neat stacks of correspondence and logbooks sat as if the earl’s secretary had just put them in order. Did the earl have an absent secretary?

      A note on the top of the new stack proved to be an invitation to a ball, addressed to him, as were the others underneath. None of the names of the senders were familiar.

      From another corner, he picked up an opened letter seeking an investment in a rail line. Notes had been scribbled for a proposed reply: ask about right-of-way leases, lines connecting, support in Parliament, names of committed backers. All erudite questions.

      In his letter, the solicitor had claimed the estate was in order. What Graeme had seen so far of Chilcombe House confirmed that. All seemed to be well-maintained, the staff well-ordered.

      And Blythe had had Archie’s bed carried out and burned. After the gossip conveyed by Morley, he felt strangely relieved about that.

      He stepped over to a table and picked up a well-thumbed journal. Fleming’s British Farmers’ Chronicle. Underneath that was Evans and Ruffy’s Farmers’ Journal.

      He knew something about agricultural trade, but about day-to-day practices he was woefully ignorant for a man who’d just inherited acres and acres of good English soil.

      A wisp of floral fragrance announced a silent arrival; not even the door hinges had creaked.

      Blythe sailed in, only her skirts whispering, followed by Adwick carrying another laden tray. Morley had helped himself, but Graeme had barely touched the one delivered to his bedchamber, except for the dint he’d made in the decanter of good brandy. The butler settled the new tray on a nearby table, bowed, and departed.

      Graeme’s gaze landed on Blythe and his breath caught again. He’d barely had a chance to thoroughly take in her appearance. Now he took a good look. Despite the dissipated life she’d allegedly shared with his cousin, she looked as fresh as the girl he’d once pined for, her skin fair under a faint spray of freckles, her brown hair free of gray. Her figure, under the lower waistlines and puffier sleeves of the new fashions wasn’t quite as lush as he remembered from that fateful night...

      Tilting her head, as if reading his thoughts, her face a mask of placidity, she greeted him and stepped closer. Shallow worry lines had settled between her eyebrows, but otherwise, she’d aged little.

      She was still beautiful, and despite himself, he felt drawn to her. Thirty-four to his thirty years of age was not an impossible age difference for a lover.

      He shoved the tempting thought down, for now. In the years since he’d last seen her, he’d learned to look beyond the physical, and most importantly, to be discreet. Until he saw which way the political winds blew, dallying with Blythe wouldn’t help his ambitions.

      She folded her hands at her waist and still said nothing.

      He’d also learned to hold his tongue and let others fill up the silence.

      She gestured toward the desk. “The latest business reports from the solicitor as well as the ledgers for Chilcombe House are there. Those for Risley Manor are in Hampshire, but you’ll find reports from your land steward, Mr. Stockwell. I’ve sent off a letter to him, and I know that he will be happy to report here to spare you traveling there. If you will inform me what time you want dinner served, and where, I shall make all the arrangements.”

      Her formal manner contrasted with all the femininity before him. She sounded like one of the subalterns assigned as his secretary at one of his postings.

      Or like his own younger self, reporting to Wellington in Paris.

      “Whatever time and place you’ve set for dinner will be fine with me.” He pointed toward the tray. “Won’t you join me now?”

      She pursed her mouth, blinked, and said, “Certainly,” and set about pouring tea into the cup—the single cup provided—murmuring questions about sugar and milk.

      A single cup. There was a message in that arrangement.

      He smiled and said, “You must have that one, my dear.”

      Gratified by the way she bristled at the added endearment, he pulled the bell himself, and sent the servant to bring a second cup.

      When it arrived, she placidly filled it. “Cook has sent up a simple nuncheon on that covered dish. Adwick will convey your instructions to the kitchen if you’d prefer something different.”

      This… this air of formality was not what he’d expected. He remembered Blythe as friendly and jolly, the sort of girl who’d make an affectionate wife, and the rumors portrayed her as vulgarly accommodating with Archie’s friends. This Blythe appeared polite and distant, but he recognized the animosity simmering under the façade of courtesy in what was now his home.

      His home, and hers. What was he to do with her? What would she allow him to do with her?

      For now, he would probe her a little and see what he could find under the composed surface.

      “You were surprised to see me.” He studied her over the rim of his cup.

      She lifted her eyes, the first true meeting of their gazes since the drawing room. Vulnerability flashed and was quickly shuttered. Her back stiffened, her chin rose infinitesimally.
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