
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Rebel Marquess

––––––––

Amy Sandas



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Dedication

[image: image]




To my three wonderful children who amaze and inspire me more and more every day. My greatest hope is that you always believe in yourselves and follow your dreams.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter One
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England 1824

Eliza Terribury was in the wrong room.

She had been sent on an errand to fetch her mother’s favorite fan and recalled the directions clearly. “Left at the top of the stairs, sixth door on the right.”

Eliza was certain she’d counted the correct number of doors along the third-floor hallway to find the room her mother had been given for their stay in the country. She may have been a bit distracted, but she wasn’t a featherbrain.

So why did she see a set of men’s clothing laid out on the grand four-poster bed?

A scowl narrowed her gaze. She glanced around for the vanity, looking for her mother’s vast collection of scented water bottles she brought with her everywhere. There was no vanity. Though there was a valet’s station all set up with shaving implements.

A frisson of fierce trepidation coursed through her. Oh, pray let it be her father’s room.

She looked again to the clothing on the bed. From the short distance, she could see the fawn-colored trousers were of soft cotton as was the fine-stitched white shirt. Her father preferred linen for his shirts. The coat was expertly tailored and far too broad of shoulder for her father’s modest frame.

As she stood in the center of the room, finally coming to terms with the fact she must have somehow gotten her mother’s directions wrong, a small door tucked unobtrusively into the corner of the room opened.

“Back so soon, Simmons?” a strong male voice inquired.

Panic flashed through Eliza in a hot arc and froze her in place on the plush carpet. Before she could gather her wits to command her body to move, a man strode through the inner door into the room.

But not just any man.

It was the Marquess of Rutherford, the most sought after and elusive bachelor in England. The prize feather that has so long eluded her mother’s match-making cap.

And he was completely naked.

The swift acknowledgment that her mother had really gone too far this time was overtaken by the shocking details of the sight before her. Heat flushed though her in a wave. In all her nineteen years, Eliza had not had a single opportunity to catch a glimpse of unclothed male anatomy.

And Lord Rutherford was an amazingly well-formed man.

Solid muscle defined the length of his arms and legs, which were liberally sprinkled with dark hair. Broad shoulders put to rest the snide rumor that he must pad his coats. And his chest and narrow abdomen were cut with more ripples of muscle. A modest patch of damp curling hair covered his chest and a thin dark line extended from his navel downward.

Her curiosity was cut short by the towel he brought in front of his most masculine body part.

To Eliza, he looked more like a medieval warrior than the pampered lord of London he was. For a man who had reached his mid-thirties, an age when most gentlemen began to show evidence of their indulgent lifestyle, he was incredibly fit. Not what she would have expected by far.

“You are not my valet.”

His voice was low and curious, telling Eliza he did not yet realize who she was. Once he did, his manner would not be so relaxed or amiable.

She needed to get out of there. In fact, she wasn’t sure why she hadn’t turned tail and run already. Aside from the obvious reason that she couldn’t seem to keep her gaze from running rampant over the details of his body.

Shaking her head to unlock her gaze, Eliza managed to lift her focus to Rutherford’s face.

A bit of a mistake there.

She had only ever seen him once at a distance in Hyde Park two years ago. Her mother had been pointing him out to her sisters who were then at the start of their London season.

Impressive at a distance, the marquess was nearly devastating up close.

His was not a face one could call classically handsome. His forehead was a touch too wide, his nose had an obvious crook in it and his chin held a dimple in its center. Not to mention the fact that the imperious arch of his brows and the arrogant glint in his brown eyes made him appear unapproachable. Still, there was something about him that had Eliza casting him as one of her romantic protagonists without conscious effort. Maybe it was the overwhelming confidence he exuded in spite of his bared state.

“Can I help you?” he asked as he took another few steps into the room.

Did her imagination conjure up the smooth and suggestive note in his voice?

She suddenly felt overwhelmed by the pure masculinity of his presence. Hot embarrassment and acute awareness spread through Eliza’s limbs, making her mouth go dry and her palms sweat. A previously dormant instinct for self-preservation released her frozen feet and she took a couple of steps back in response.

“I, ah...I am,” she stammered.

The marquess raised his brows as he wrapped the towel around his lean hips.

Eliza had to make a very concentrated effort to keep her gaze above his chin. She never would have foreseen she had such voyeuristic tendencies.

“You are standing in the middle of my bedroom,” he stated dryly. “Either you were looking for me, in which case I’d expect you to have a reason for doing so. Or as I’m starting to suspect, you have somehow found yourself in the wrong room.”

“Wrong room,” Eliza admitted with a decisive nod of her head.

Why on earth couldn’t she find the proper connection between her brain and her tongue? She was starting to give the impression of being short on intelligence.

“A pity.” His sigh was barely audible as his dark gaze swept over her body in a swift and proficient assessment. The way his brow furrowed had Eliza wondering what bothered him more—her intrusion or the fact that she had not been seeking him out. “I will show you out then.”

He headed to the door without bothering to see if she’d followed. When he opened it, voices could be heard coming down the hall.

“Bloody hell. That woman seems to be everywhere at once,” he muttered under his breath as he pushed the door closed again. “You will have to wait a moment until Lady Terribury and her entourage pass by.”

Alarm sparked across Eliza’s nerves and turned her fingers ice cold. “Lady Terribury? Are you sure?”

“No mistake. The voice of that woman haunts my nightmares.” He did not bother turning around to look at her as he spoke, not even considering his less than favorable comments about a fellow guest might be considered offensive.

Eliza was well aware of her mother’s faults and the unsavory history that existed between Lady Terribury and the Marquess of Rutherford. His opinion of her mother was the very least of her concerns at that moment. Her gaze darted about the room as she grasped her skirts with both hands in preparation for flight.

“You have to hide me.” Panic laced the edges of her words.

He turned to her then. Curiosity lit his features along with the obvious note of irritation at having his decision questioned, but he showed no real concern. Yet.

“Once she passes you can be on your way.”

Eliza met his gaze with intent directness, trying to impart the urgency of the situation into the tone of her voice. “No. You do not understand. She is coming here. To this room. You have to hide me. Now.”

Finally, her manner seemed to affect him and he looked at the door then back at her. Suspicion darkened his countenance.

“There, quickly.” He gestured to the inner door he had just come through.

She ran to what turned out to be a small bathing room with a washing table and large bathtub, still steamy from the marquess’s occupancy. She closed the door behind her just as she heard a muffled commotion in the other room and her mother’s familiar voice, effusive and overly sweet.

“Oh my! Lord Rutherford. But what are you doing here?”

Eliza pressed her palms flat against the door as a nervous sweat cooled the back of her neck. She silently prayed that Rutherford was as skilled an adversary as her mother had so frequently bemoaned over the years.

“And why shouldn’t I be in my room, Lady Terribury? A better question would be to ask what gives you and your companions leave to intrude so forcefully upon my privacy?”

The pride and privilege that came with being one of the wealthiest and most respected members of British aristocracy was evident in the clipped and even tone of the marquess’s response.

“Well,” Lady Terribury pressed, “I could have sworn I saw my daughter enter this room only moments ago.”

“Your daughter.” His tone had dropped several degrees colder.

“Indeed. Did I not say I saw my dear Elizabeth and wondered what reason she had to be up here?”

A collaborative murmur rippled amongst her mother’s companions. More movement could be heard on the other side of the door and Eliza tensed, certain her mother was about to start peeking in the wardrobe and ducking her head under the bed.

“As you can see, I am quite alone, and must I add, not in the mood to indulge in a search party for your wayward daughter. You may exit as you entered.”

This time, the irritation in his voice was unmistakable. Even her dauntless mother would have to see there was no option but to retreat.

“Of course, my lord. Entirely my mistake.” The rustle of silk and batiste heralded the departure of Lady Terribury and the others. “Do accept my apologies,” her mother offered before there was the distinct sound of the outer door shutting and then blessed silence.

Eliza released a pent-up breath and pushed away from the door. She didn’t realize until just then that she had been leaning against it with all her weight in a last-ditch effort to keep herself hidden.

A perfect trap narrowly missed. But there was still one vital element to be dealt with.

The door opened in front of her, missing her nose by a bare inch.

Lord Rutherford’s solid form blocked her path to freedom. “Miss Terribury.”

Eliza bobbed a curtsy and nodded. “At your service, my lord. In a manner of speaking,” she quickly clarified. Although he had taken a moment to pull on his trousers and throw his shirt on, the shirt was open down the front and Eliza was once again struck by the sheer male impression of him.

The corner of his mouth twitched, whether from amusement or annoyance, Eliza couldn’t tell. Then he crossed his arms over his expansive chest in what she was sure he intended as an intimidating gesture. Eliza decided the man was not likely to find any humor in the situation even though her mother’s little plot had been efficiently foiled. For now.

“Care to explain what all of that was about.” It was not a request.

“I daresay it is rather obvious. Is it not?”

She took a step back and tilted her head to provide herself a better angle with which to return his open stare. He really was quite tall. And broad. She was of average height and a bit on the curvy side, not waif thin like many fashionable young women, yet she imagined he could sweep her up in his arms with very little effort.

Now where on earth had that thought come from?

His lips curved with a hint of a sneer and his eyes remained cool. “I take it you are the latest Terribury chit to escape the schoolroom.”

Eliza sighed and crossed her arms, careful to keep her posture just shy of outright mocking imitation. “I should take umbrage over your offensive choice of words, but I suppose I can be gracious and allow you the small insult. Though I do refuse to take it personally since you and I have never met,” she added brightly.

He arched a brow in imperious fashion and Eliza had to fight the urge to smile. He was everything she had heard about him and more.

Arrogant. Entitled. Proud.

“Yet it did not stop you from charging uninvited into my bedroom. Followed by your mother and a sufficient number of witnesses.”

Eliza held up her hand. “I do not blame you for your suspicions, but I assure you I did not enter this room with any devious intent.”

“Your intention is irrelevant.” His tone was flat with disbelief. “Time for you to go.”

Eliza bristled. She was not accustomed to having her word distrusted. Most times she was accused of being far too honest. “My mother could very well be waiting out in the hall.”

He scowled at her, suspicion evident in every crease of his forehead.

“How long would she wait?”

Eliza lifted her brows. He should know as well as anyone the tenacity of her mother’s ambition.

“Right.” He paused and narrowed his gaze. “A clever predicament you have put us in, Miss Terribury.”

Eliza didn’t miss the way he said her name as if it were a curse. Her indignation grew. He may have reason to distrust Lady Terribury since he had been countering her machinations for more than a decade. But Eliza was getting annoyed at how readily he was prepared to think the worst of her. She did not appreciate being the object of such blind and unreasonable prejudice.

“Now just a moment. You force me to be insulted after all.” She propped her hands on her hips and eyed him with a direct, accusing stare. “I tried to be empathetic since I know what you have had to endure from my mother over the years, but I have had enough of your continued insistence that I had something to do with this when I stated I did not. I have absolutely no desire to maneuver you into a compromising position. In fact, I would prefer to avoid the whole marital business altogether.”

He harrumphed. “You expect me to believe—”

His argument was cut short by the sound of the outer bedroom door opening.

Eliza froze, her breath stopping. Surely her mother wouldn’t come back again.

Rutherford must have considered the same possibility since he stepped forward into the small bathing room and kicked the door shut behind him. He placed his hand over her mouth to silence her.

She yearned to tell him the precaution was unnecessary. But it would have to wait since she could barely move her jaw beneath his heavy palm.

As they both stood stock still listening for a clue as to who had entered the room beyond, she noticed that his hand over her mouth was not the only place he touched her. He’d wrapped his other arm tightly around her waist and held her securely against him. She suspected it was to hold her in place and prevent any movement that might make noise. When he had stepped toward her, she had instinctively raised her hands. The skin of his bare chest was hot and smooth under her fingers. Rough curls tickled her palms.

If not for his hand over her mouth, the position would have felt curiously similar to an embrace.

Time seemed to slow in a dramatic fashion as she detected the heavy thud of his heart beneath her hand and the way their breathing had found a matching rhythm. Eliza took a slow breath through her nose and drew in the scent of citrus and some unfamiliar spice from his skin. It was a clean and exotic scent that tantalized Eliza’s senses, bringing sudden warmth to her skin.

She looked up at his face. His head was turned to the side as he kept his gaze on the door, and she noticed the rough stubble of hair growth on his jaw. The steady thrum of his pulse showed at the side of his throat and Eliza felt her mouth go dry. She drew a long breath through her nose to dispel the sudden wave of lightheadedness that threatened to overtake her.

What on earth was wrong with her?

“My lord?” The voice from the other room was male. At the sound of it, the tension immediately fell away from Rutherford’s body.

“Another ten minutes, Simmons,” he called out.

“As you wish.”

“And, Simmons.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“As you leave, take a look around for Lady Terribury. You will know her by the obnoxious purple plumes stuffed into the turban wrapped around her head. If you see her, lure her away.”

“Of course, my lord.”

Once the outer door closed behind the valet, the marquess turned his attention back to Eliza.

She saw the very slight widening of his pupils, indicating the moment he realized the impropriety of their position. He dropped his hand away from her mouth but continued to hold her against him with his arm solid around her waist.

A tingling flutter of sensation traveled from her toes to her fingertips and then back down again, as if she were balancing at some great and dangerous height. Her stomach twisted in a wild little dance. What was it about him that so easily turned her mind to mush and left her with not a single thing to say?

His intent gaze fell to her lips and then lower to where her bosom pressed upward against her bodice.

The air in the small space felt suddenly charged with energy. Eliza resisted a strange desire to shift against him, to feel the slide of his warm skin under her hands and test the tension of his thighs against hers. If she stood on tip-toe would her lips reach the harsh edge of his jaw?

As if he read her thoughts and realized the peril of the moment, the marquess issued a short grunt of annoyance and grasped her shoulders in his hands to forcibly push her away until he held her at arm’s length. His gaze was sharp with distrust.

“Miss Terribury.”

At the condescension in his voice, Eliza mentally shook off the sensory fog that had enveloped her. “Yes?”

“Allow me to be clear on something,” he began in a stern voice.

“By all means,” she retorted. She was fully aware he hadn’t actually been asking her permission but couldn’t resist the temptation to interrupt anyway. At his imperious scowl, she suspected it did not happen to him often.

He took a slow breath and narrowed his gaze upon her as if assessing the likelihood of another interruption. When she did nothing but stare up at him with wide-eyed expectation, he apparently deemed it safe to continue.

“It matters naught to me whether you were an accomplice in this plot or a pawn. The fact of the matter is, Lady Terribury is not the only ambitious mama who has tried to entangle me in matrimony with some insipid debutante over the years. I will not be coerced, tricked, or otherwise manipulated. You would think after five failed attempts, your mother would have accepted that fact.”

Eliza held back her smile. He had been so adamant in his little speech she couldn’t stop the bubble of amusement from rising in her chest. The poor man must have been beleaguered with dozens, perhaps hundreds, of attempts to get him to the altar.

She did not feel sorry for him one bit. It was likely one of the few down sides to being titled, attractive, and so impossibly rich.

Nor could she keep herself from voicing one small correction. “Six.”

The marquess blinked. “What?”

“Six attempts. Rose and Regina are twins, so you may not have realized that Mother pushed each of them under your nose at different points during their shared season two years ago. I am actually the seventh Terribury daughter, and although I would like to say I am pleased to finally meet the illustrious object of Mother’s relentless efforts in finding us all suitable matches, it wouldn’t be entirely truthful, so I will skip that sentiment. I am sure you understand.”

Before he detected the insults in her characteristic run-off of words, Eliza quickly eased past him in the small space and opened the door to escape into the bedroom. She paced directly to the row of tall windows that spanned one wall of the room. Her own little bedroom boasted only a single window to open to the fresh air. She tilted her lips ruefully. Another benefit to being the Marquess of Rutherford and a close friend of their host, the Earl of Blackbourne.

She peered through the glass and looked out upon a grand expanse of perfectly trimmed lawn. Not a balcony, stone wall or strong limbed tree about.

So much from hoisting herself out the window.

“You won’t get out that way.”

Eliza started. She hadn’t even heard him come up behind her. “I had already deduced as much.”

She sighed and turned about to face him and was struck again by the blatant...manliness of his appearance. None of her sisters’ husbands came even close to boasting such a capable, athletic build. Her gaze was drawn involuntarily to the wide swath of skin revealed by his open shirt. She forced her breath through a suddenly constricted throat as the beat of her heart sped to a racing patter.

Closing her eyes, she turned her head to the side before opening them again. It seemed to work best to keep him in her peripheral vision. For some reason, staring at him full on twisted the thoughts in her head. She needed her full wits about her if she was to get past her mother.

“Are there any other doors? Perhaps leading to a sitting room or a secret passage or something?”

“There are no secret passageways at Silverly.”

Was there a hint of amusement in his voice?

Impossible. She was coming to believe the marquess did not possess even the tiniest drop of humor. Besides, she wasn’t about to look at him to find out if a smile managed to soften the harsh lines of his face.

Stay focused, Eliza.

“You may go out the way you came in.”

“But my mother—”

“Would have been taken care of by Simmons.”

“You are that confident in your man’s abilities?”

“Of course.”

She looked at him then. “Enough to stake your freedom on it?”

His brows lifted as if he were not accustomed to having his word questioned any more than she was.

“I would not have kept Simmons on for fourteen years if I did not have the utmost assurance in his ability to carry out every order and request to perfect completion.”

Eliza nodded, finally convinced. Of course, the marquess would expect only the best in his servants.

“All right then,” she said with a jaunty smile as she stepped around him and took long strides toward the door. “I will leave you to your toilette. This little encounter never happened.” With her hand on the doorknob, she turned to look over her shoulder. He stood near the bed, his large hands working at the buttons of his shirt.

“I never saw you,” he agreed without glancing her way.

It was on the tip of her tongue to warn him that her mother was likely already plotting another opportunity to throw the two of them together. If history with her older sisters was any indication, her mother would be relentless in trying to secure a proposal from the illustrious Marquess of Rutherford. Especially since Eliza, as the youngest and final daughter, was her last chance at snagging the top prize.

But then again, the marquess had likely thought of all that already and to date he had proven to be uncatchable, as he had stated himself.

He obviously needed no help from her.

As she slipped through the door and out into the hall, she still half-expected to see her mother sweeping down on her. Of course, she didn’t. Eliza hurried down the hall and around the corner toward the opposite wing where her own room was located.

Eliza would have to track down Simmons to ask him what magic he had employed to get her mother to do what he wanted. Her father would likely pay dearly for the trick.
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Chapter Two
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Michael Ellison Gerard, the Marquess of Rutherford, entered the Earl of Blackbourne’s study without knocking and immediately spotted his friend standing by the liquor service.

Blackbourne raised his head as the door opened. He wore an expression much like a fox caught in the dovecote but relaxed when he saw it was only Rutherford.

“Come on then,” the earl said with a casual wave of welcome. “Just in time for a drink.”

Rutherford closed the door behind him and came forward to take the brandy Blackbourne held out to him.

“You are not hiding from your wife, are you?” Rutherford asked in a wry tone. “I am not certain I wish to be an accomplice against that lady.”

The earl grinned and raised his glass. “No worries, my man. She agreed to allow me a couple of uninterrupted hours each day as long as I give her the same.”

“A marriage of equality, I see,” Rutherford commented dryly as he went to take his place in one of the overstuffed leather chairs placed before the unlit fireplace.

“Trust me,” the earl replied with an easy grin, “it is the only way. The benefits of keeping one’s wife happy far outweigh whatever may be lost in compromise.”

“Though it pains me to acknowledge your superiority, even in this single instance, I will allow you to remain the expert on that score,” Rutherford readily conceded.

Even after six years, he still hadn’t gotten used to how comfortable his old friend had gotten in the role of husband and father. He lifted his snifter in a subtle salute and tasted the fine amber liquid. Not as good as his own stash, but good enough.

Blackbourne’s smile slipped a little as he took the other chair. “On that point, I apologize for not giving you fair warning. I knew the Terriburys had been invited, but I had no idea there was another daughter making her come-out this season, or that she would be in attendance with her parents this weekend.”

The image of the young Miss Elizabeth Terribury flashed through Rutherford’s mind and he frowned. It annoyed him that a mental image of the girl formed so readily and that the vision was not altogether unpleasant.

He would prefer not to recall her curvaceous little figure or the way her full cleavage pressed against the bodice of her gown. Or the fact that her eyes were a muddled mix of green and brown and held an impertinent combination of intelligence and humor. And he really wished he hadn’t noticed the gleam of interest in her gaze when she had boldly examined his nude body.

Of course, at that point he hadn’t known who she was and he had reacted to her perusal as any man would, feeling her gaze as if it were her fingertips traveling over his skin. It had been an unexpectedly sensual experience. One that had been recalled to his memory multiple times throughout the day since.

Her innocence had been painfully obvious, and that alone should have been enough to turn him off. Innocent girls tended to think in terms of matrimony, and he had trained himself into steering clear of any woman, young or old, who might have that goal in mind.

Not that he intended to never marry. He just intended to do it in his own time and on his own terms.

It was something Lady Terribury had not been able to accept even after nearly a decade of hunting him through ballrooms and dining rooms, soirées and weekend parties.

“At least this is the last of them,” Rutherford commented, less to put his friend at ease than to remind himself that once he made it through this season he would be free of the tenacious Lady Terribury once and for all.

“Elizabeth, I believe her name is,” Blackbourne went on conversationally. “I met her only briefly, but she seemed a pleasant young woman. Witty humor, sensible. Not the dramatic sort like her mother, and a much better conversationalist than Lord Terribury.”

He eyed the earl suspiciously. “Are you trying to sell the girl?”

Rather than deny it, Blackbourne shrugged and lifted his brandy for a drink. “It wouldn’t kill you to start considering your options, you know.”

Rutherford scoffed. “You sound like Grandmother. She has been singing that song for years. I assure you, I have plenty of time before I must shackle myself to a wife. And when I do, the Terribury pond is the last one I’ll be fishing from.”

He was saved from having to hear the earl’s response as the door opened and two men staggered in.

The Lords Grimm and Whitely rounded out the set of friends that had formed during their shared years at school. In their youth, the four men had been inseparable as they caroused about town in search of amusement. Though each of them had very different personalities, they shared a loyalty to each other forged over years of willful indiscretions. Regardless of how wild their antics had been or how hazardous their scrapes, no word of their exploits ever made it to the scandal pages. Even Lord Whitely, who’d managed to grace the lips of the gossips a thousand times over for his personal behavior and even seemed to delight in his notoriety, would never consider betraying the confidence of his friends.

The strength of their friendship held firm today though so much had changed since the wilder times of their youth. Blackbourne had been gone for years touring the world before returning to England and reuniting with the bride he had abandoned. Whitely and Grimm had both fallen into the marriage trap as well, though via very different routes. Grimm had married the girl of his father’s choosing and could barely tolerate being the same room with his shrewish wife. Whitely, on the other hand, had spent years reveling in the ignoble practice of luring young innocents into dark corners. It was inevitable he eventually be forced to do the honorable thing. Lucky for him, he adored the chit who had become his wife.

“Here now, and didn’t I tell you we’d find them,” Whitely was saying with a bright grin as he clapped Grimm on the back before heading to the liquor service. “I am sure the four of us can wrack our brains to find a way out of your dilemma.”

Rutherford noticed then that Grimm had the look of a man who had eaten some bad fish—green complexioned and dragged down with regret.

Whitely came around to stand by the fireplace with a drink in hand. His eyes were bright with suppressed humor as he nodded across the room to his tormented friend. “Tell them what you did, mate.”

Grimm groaned with heavy despair, fell onto a sofa set against the wall and reached to pull a pillow over his face. “I’ve signed my bloody death warrant is what.” The words were muffled by the pillow but audible enough.

None of the men in the room were surprised. Grimm had a tendency toward a dramatic form of melancholia, and Rutherford suspected he was exaggerating his circumstances as was typical. Of course, Grimm also had a dreadful penchant for making horrible decisions, which was why his brutish father made most of them for him. As one would expect, this did not lend Grimm much confidence in his own abilities to handle the little bumps in life. In most cases, his problems could be solved with a little ingenuity and a pair of bollocks.

“What this time, Grimm?” Rutherford asked finally.

He had come to the country to relax, not to watch his friend wallow in the depths of despair. He felt a twinge of sympathy for the man who had spent his entire life under the oppressive thumb of his father’s heavy hand. Poor Grimm seemed destined to remain downtrodden no matter how hard Rutherford or the others had tried to lift him up over the years. Best to help him through his latest calamity so they could move on to more enjoyable distractions.

Grimm groaned again as he pushed himself to a seated position.

Casting a wry smile aside to the other men, Blackbourne rose and handed his own drink to Grimm who promptly downed what remained in the snifter. He held the glass out in a silent request for more and the earl obliged. Once he had another full glass in hand, Grimm filled his lungs with a heavy breath and lifted his dreary face to his friends.

“I am sure you will both get a grand laugh out of the whole thing. Whitely did.”

“Whitely laughs at everything.” Rutherford replied, to which Whitely chuckled in point of fact as he sipped his drink. “Tell your tale and we will decide the humor of it ourselves.”

“You know the signet ring I always wear,” Grimm began, “the one that came down to me through four generations.”

“The one currently absent from your finger,” Rutherford offered dryly.

Whitely snorted back a laugh.

“Bloody hell, this is serious,” Grimm retorted with flash of uncharacteristic anger. “My father is going to string me up.”

“No need to panic. We’ll find the ring,” Blackbourne assured him, throwing Whitely a look of mild admonishment. “Where did you last have it?”

Grimm hesitated and the greenish hue of his skin turned red with embarrassment.

“That’s the beauty of it,” Whitely interjected with an expression of pure delight as he took the chair Blackbourne had vacated. “He gave the heirloom to his mistress.”

Silence fell over the room as the Rutherford and Blackbourne digested the information.

“Were you foxed?” Rutherford found his voice first and was surprised by how even it sounded when he wanted to follow Whitely’s lead and laugh out loud at the ridiculous situation their friend had put himself in.

“No.”

“Under physical duress?”

“No,” Grimm groaned, dropping his head into his hands.

“Then what made you think it was a good idea to give your mistress such a valuable, not to mention identifiable, item?”

“She wanted a keepsake to remind her of our time together.” There was a long pause before Grimm lifted his head again. “I had nothing else on me at the time.”

The marquess looked at his long-time friend and considered how nice it would be to be so careless with one’s decisions. Having inherited his title and responsibilities at a very young age when his parents were killed together in an accident, Rutherford had always been fully aware of the far-reaching consequences of every step he took, large or small. And if he ever forgot it, his grandmother had been ready to harp on him until he swore to stay focused on duty and the honor of the Rutherford legacy.

He shook his head in disbelief at his friend’s reckless stupidity. Taking a sip of his brandy, he wished it were something a bit stronger. Then he realized the others in the room were all watching him and waiting for his response.

He gave a short nod and agreed with Grimm’s previous assessment. “Your father is going to string you up.”
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Chapter Three
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“There she is,” Grimm announced a touch louder than was necessary as he lifted his hand to gesture across the modest-sized ballroom.

Rutherford stopped him with a heavy hand on his arm. “No need to point. Describe her location.”

Grimm shifted beside him and Rutherford wished the man would settle down. For each hour his ring remained in the possession of his lady love, Grimm’s panic had grown. Rutherford could only shake his head and try not to show his amusement. It was hard to fathom how one could be so swept away by passion as to completely lose every ounce of good judgment. And poor Grimm did not have much to spare.

So Rutherford had offered, or rather been unanimously nominated, to help his friend find a solution to the very real dilemma. When Grimm’s father learned of the loss of the ring, he may not string him up per se, but he would very likely cut off a large portion of Grimm’s allowance. Such a punishment would be devastating to Grimm since he had a wife who adored spending money, no way to earn any income of his own, and a financial situation that relied solely upon his father’s generosity and the promise of his inheritance.

Rutherford wasn’t sure why Grimm couldn’t just walk up to the lady and ask for the damned trinket back. It seemed the obvious solution, but Grimm refused such a method. He thought himself in love with the woman and refused to hurt her by reclaiming the gift.

“She is there by that grouping of potted ferns. The rather tall one with black hair.”

The marquess glanced across the room in the direction of Grimm’s pointed gaze with a heavy sigh. His friend had absolutely no subtlety.

He located the ferns quickly enough and flinched at what he saw. “Good God, you don’t mean Lady Terribury.”

“What? Er, no. The younger lady there, her daughter, Lady Ashdown.”

“Your mistress is one of the Terriburys?” Would he ever escape their cloying presence?

Grimm looked at him blankly. “What of it? Judith is a delight. A goddess. A—”

“Understood,” Rutherford interrupted with an incredulous shake of his head.

He looked back across the room and reluctantly studied the object of his friend’s reckless affection. If he recalled correctly, the lady in question was the second of the Terribury brood and the one who most resembled her mother in appearance and manner. As he tried to draw forth any other details he could remember about Lady Ashdown that may assist in his effort to resolve Grimm’s little problem, he was distracted as two more joined the group by the ferns.

Lord Terribury and his youngest progeny.

Rutherford tensed out of habit, a learned reaction to the appearance of an unmarried Terribury chit. He studied the girl who had so brazenly entered his bedroom that morning. Though he had escaped the incident unmarked, due in large part to Simmons, he was not convinced she was as innocent as she had claimed.

Not statuesque like her mother and sister, Miss Terribury took after her father, who was more average in height. She wore a gown the color of a robin’s egg with green trimming, a bold choice when most debutantes chose pastel hues as a representation of their youth and innocence. Her light-brown hair was parted in the middle, but instead of being pulled tightly to the sides and forced into unnatural ringlet curls in the current style, it was dressed in a more relaxed fashion at the back of her head with soft tendrils falling against her cheeks.

Apparently, the youngest Miss Terribury was not one to follow the trends. A point further supported by the fact she did not immediately join in with the other ladies who stood by the ferns chatting effusively. She stood back with her father and looked about the ballroom with an expression denoting a sort of removed interest. As if she observed for the sake of observation itself. A small smile softened her lips and Rutherford found himself pricked by curiosity.

What was she thinking as she scanned her surroundings in such a way?

Her perusal of the ballroom was thorough, and as such her inspection soon reached the spot where he stood. He tensed again, but her gaze passed right over him as if he were just another presence in a room overflowing with strangers.

He frowned.

A moment later, she tilted her head toward her father and made some comment that caused him to laugh and nod in agreement.

“What are you thinking?”

“Hmm?” Rutherford resisted his friend’s interruption but knew Grimm could be persistent when properly motivated. He pulled his focus back to the man beside him.

“About the ring,” Grimm insisted. “How will you get it back?”

“I will have to think on it. Unless you have changed your mind and will simply admit to the woman you made a mistake.”

Grimm looked as if he had swallowed a toad. “I cannot do that. She will think me thoughtless and fickle.”

Rutherford raised his brows but did not reply.

He glanced back to the youngest Terribury in time to see her quickly averting her gaze. But she had been looking at him. He was sure of it.

And why did that confirmation cause such a swift rush of triumph?

The weekend party was made up of the Blackbournes’ close friends and some business associates, which was how the Terriburys had managed to be included. An avid sponsor of thoroughbred racing, Lord Terribury had been a loyal client of Lady Blackbourne’s racing stables for many years.

Once Lady Terribury had discovered the Marquess of Rutherford would be attending the party, it did not matter that the London season had already started and a long weekend in the country would take Eliza away from the epicenter of the social whirl. Her mother readily tossed all other opportunities aside for a chance to thrust her daughter into a more intimate setting with her main target.

And if Eliza had been in any doubt, the incident that morning had convinced her she needed to be more diligent if she were to thwart her mother’s efforts. She had hoped the weekend at Silverly would afford her a little respite from the months of preparation she had endured prior to her come out. She had planned to take advantage of the slower pace and serene atmosphere of the Essex countryside to devote several hours to her latest project.

Unfortunately, she now realized she would have to be on high alert for any other strategies her mother may devise. Eliza had no intention of being caught in a marital snare of her mother’s design, and she was starting to see just how attentive she would have to be in order to make it through the season unscathed and unbetrothed.

Immediately upon entering the ballroom, Lady Terribury and Eliza’s older sister, Judith, had swept across the waxed parquet floor toward a group of ladies they knew from town. Eliza and her father had been left to follow at a less enthusiastic pace.

The exact antithesis of his wife, Eliza’s father was not an overly social sort. His interests revolved around the manly pursuits of hunting, fishing, and horseracing. He had been more than happy to leave all details of his daughters’ upbringing, education, and so forth in the capable hands of his wife.

Eliza comprehended at a very young age that if she wished to spend time with her father she had to engage in his pastimes. It was not so much that she enjoyed such activities, but she did enjoy her father’s company. So, before her skirts had reached her ankles, she was running after him through the woods when he took his hounds for a walk. She stood casting beside him in the rushing trout stream and talked with him about the latest winners on the track over lengthy games of chess.

With her mother otherwise engaged in catching up with her friends, Eliza kept to her father’s side and grasped the opportunity to examine the details of her setting. She loved to tuck away little bits and pieces of descriptive material for later use. She never knew when she may need to describe just such a party in one of her stories.

Silverly held around fifty guests for the weekend, and the countess had arranged for a dance and late dinner that night. The modest-sized ballroom was lit by glittering chandeliers and was decorated with hundreds of yards of white tulle twined with long strands of ivy. It was a simple scheme, but the effect was ethereal and dream-like while keeping the entire aesthetic perfectly casual as befitted a country party.

Feeling as though she’d gotten some wonderfully descriptive phrases pinned down in her memory for when she would have a chance to write them down, she took to perusing the guests. Although she knew it was inevitable, she was not at all prepared for the sight of Lord Rutherford standing across the room in elegant evening finery. It was almost as viscerally devastating as seeing the man in full nude splendor.

No, that wasn’t true at all, she admitted immediately. His nude form was far more impactful. The man concealed an exceptional physique beneath the layers of excellently tailored clothing.

Though her heart sped into an irregular cadence, Eliza forced her gaze to pass quickly over Rutherford’s imposing figure. An essential move since he was staring straight back at her.

She continued her assessment of the ballroom, though she took no further note of any details and was terribly tempted to look back at the marquess to see if he still watched her. She considered joining in the conversation with her mother and her friends, but she could barely follow the rapid exchange of opinions on the puffed sleeves being added to gowns that year.

Eliza leaned toward her father. “What do you suppose is the likelihood the trend will outlast their discussion of it?”

He chuckled as she intended but did not engage in conversation, leaving Eliza at the mercy of her own curiosity. She glanced back over her shoulder toward the marquess.

He stood talking with another gentleman and she only had a second to look at him before he turned his head in her direction once again. Did he not realize how dangerous it was to even acknowledge her presence let alone stare at her so blatantly? Her mother would pounce on such a show of interest in a second.

Eliza vowed to spend the evening vigilantly ignoring the marquess’s whereabouts.

Of course, Lady Terribury had other plans, and only a few more minutes passed before she turned to Eliza and beckoned her with a dramatic wave of her fan.

“Come, my dear, let us take a tour about the room.” Her mother linked an arm securely through Eliza’s and drew her into the flow of the other guests who milled about the room or strolled the perimeter while they waited for the musicians to start. There was no point in resisting, though Eliza knew her mother’s only motivation was to track down the marquess.

Eliza could only hope he had already gone to ground.

“I see you found your fan after all, Mother.”

Lady Terribury slid a sidelong glance at her daughter while she steered them around a group of young men. That she didn’t even bother to slow down to allow for Eliza to be seen and hopefully admired was further testament to the fact that her mother had only one man in mind for her youngest.

“I did,” Lady Terribury replied easily. “And what happened to you this morning? When I send you on an errand, I expect you to complete it.”

Eliza had never been one to prevaricate. “I will not be used as a pawn to force Rutherford into choosing between offering his hand or losing his honor.”

Lady Terribury whipped her head around to stare at Eliza with wide eyes. “Lizzie, I never—”

“You most certainly did, Mother, and I refuse to participate in your schemes,” she replied smartly. “You cannot think it appropriate to go to such dangerous and deceitful lengths.”

Lady Terribury increased their pace as she propelled them around a particularly tight group of guests. After a moment, she replied through clenched teeth, “Of course, I can. And I must. There is no other way Rutherford will be caught. He is charmed, protected by some...” she waved her hand dramatically above her head “...gypsy magic, or something.”

“It is unprincipled. Dishonorable,” Eliza insisted, determined to make her mother see reason.

“Women do not have the luxury of honor if we are to get what we desire in life.”

Eliza sighed. Reason was not one of her mother’s strengths. Not to mention she actually made a good point in that last statement. Eliza would never think her mother was justified in her actions, but the lack of power reserved for women to make their own choices was exactly the reason Eliza had no intention of ever marrying.

“Why can you not accept that the Marquess of Rutherford will not be caught and move on?”

Her mother looked down at her then, and Eliza saw something unexpected in her mother’s gaze. An odd note of apology. “Because I simply cannot.”

As her mother’s voice faded into a whisper, Eliza felt a firm bump against her ankle. It caught her just as she was about to take a step. At the same time, Lady Terribury shoved gently against her side, enough to send Eliza completely off-balance. Her legs tangled in her skirts as she made a desperate attempt to find steady footing with her soft-soled dancing slippers on the polished floor. She clenched her teeth and tensed with the certainty she was going to fall and the sharp suspicion her mother had tripped her on purpose.

But she didn’t hit the floor.

Strong hands grasped her upper arms as her feet went out from beneath her. Her upper body collided with a broad male chest and she thoughtlessly grasped the lapels of a man’s dress coat in tight fists. The crisp scent of citrus mingled with rich spicy undertones.

She bit back a groan of despair as she knew without a doubt who had saved her from a humiliating fall.
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Chapter Four
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Contact with the marquess’s solid masculine frame was shockingly brief. Eliza’s heart received a jolt and her temperature rose by a few degrees. She told herself it was embarrassment, but the truth was that the moment she realized whose body she was pressed against, she retrieved the image of that body naked and damp from a bath.

She only barely got her feet back under her when Lord Rutherford lengthened his arms and released her. She was lucky she didn’t take another spill from the force with which he set her away from him.

“Oh, my lord,” Lady Terribury exclaimed with exaggerated astonishment, “how noble of you to save my dear Elizabeth from a wretched tumble.”

Eliza allowed herself only a fleeting glimpse at the marquess, but a tiny glance was all she needed to note that his stern countenance was formed into an expression of stoic indifference.

“Miss Terribury, I hope you are all right.” Their host, the Earl of Blackbourne stepped forward from Rutherford’s side and smoothly released the marquess from having to reply.

Eliza nodded and pressed her palm to her abdomen to still the fluttering that hadn’t completely dissipated though the marquess no longer held her. “I am quite all right. Thank you, my lord.”

Suspecting the marquess would not accept a direct thank you, she intentionally uttered the words of gratitude so they could be applied to either the marquess for catching her or the earl for his concern.

“You are very kind, my lord,” Lady Terribury added effusively, nodding her head and sending her peacock feathers into an elaborate dance. “I do not believe my daughter has yet had the pleasure of being introduced to Lord Rutherford.”

Eliza cringed at her mother’s lack of delicacy, but Lord Blackbourne smiled, not appearing the least bit put out by her mother’s forward manner.

“By all means, allow me the honor. Lord Rutherford, may I introduce Miss Terribury.”

Eliza curtsied as was expected, voiced the appropriate words, “A pleasure to meet you, my lord,” and wondered if anyone else noticed that the marquess did not bother to say anything. Then again, perhaps such rudeness was typical of him.

The clear strains of a waltz drifted over the chatter of the talking guests.

Blackbourne lifted his gaze to scan the crowd. “It seems the musicians are ready to begin. I apologize for rushing off, but I must find my wife to start the dancing before she manages to find someplace to hide. If you will excuse me.”

He was gone before anyone had a chance to reply and suddenly it was just Eliza, her mother and Lord Rutherford facing each other in silence.

Rutherford looked as though he wanted to chase after Blackbourne and strangle him. Eliza swallowed hard to keep a giggle at bay. Poor man, snared by her mother and abandoned by his friend.

“What a pleasant surprise to run into you here at Silverly, my lord,” Lady Terribury declared as an uncomfortable tension fell around the trio.

Unfortunately, the marquess had chosen the exact same moment to break his silence. “Would you join me in a dance, Miss Terribury?”

Though their voices overlapped, Rutherford’s were the only words anyone took note of.

Eliza glanced up at him in stunned astonishment, unable to imagine what on earth had prompted such an invitation. And when she looked back to her mother, she practically lost her grip on her composure.

Lady Terribury gaped at the marquess with her mouth hanging open in shock. “Of course, she will,” she stammered, finding her voice much quicker than Eliza would have expected. “Go on, Lizzie.”

Eliza would have loved to refuse, but even if she could come up with a good excuse, one did not simply reject an offer to dance when it came from the Marquess of Rutherford. Even when it was obvious he took no pleasure in the invitation.

It took her a while to realize that though her mother had already voiced her agreement, all that was needed really, the marquess was awaiting Eliza’s reply. “I would be honored,” she muttered as she lifted her gloved hand to rest it on his arm.

He led her onto the dance floor and they took their positions amongst others already dancing. To Eliza, it didn’t matter that they were not the only couple on the floor. A single quick glance around told her all eyes were on her and the marquess. His hand at her waist exerted subtle pressure as he guided her into the steps of the waltz. Refusing to meet the curious stares of onlookers, she lifted her eyes to her partner.

He held himself stiffly erect, his broad shoulders were squared beneath his black coat and his dark-brown eyes were trained over her head as he moved her about the dance floor in perfect time to the music. Eliza loved to dance and the waltz with its swift, sweeping movements was one of her favorites. She could tell immediately that the marquess was one of those gifted partners who managed to be graceful and strong at the same time and could direct his partner with the subtlest effort. His hand at her back was light but sure, and the other hand held her gloved fingers in an easy, comfortable grip.

If she allowed herself, she knew she could enjoy the dance far too much. And that was a dangerous thing to do.

“Please tell me this is part of some elaborate plan to lure my mother into a sense of false confidence so she eases up on her campaign, leaving us free to enjoy the weekend without her machinations?” Eliza’s tone was hopeful, but the scowl lines that deepened between his brows refuted her suggestion before his reply.

“No, it is not,” he answered, still without looking down at her.
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