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        Sussex, spring 1599

      

      

      Catherine, Lady Slade, wasn't surprised by her husband's death, despite his youthful age. After all, Stephen was fond of over-indulging, both at the table and in bed, although not always their marital bed. What did surprise her was the manner in which he died. She expected a cuckolded husband to eventually take offence or mayhap a pheasant bone to choke him. Yet he'd been struck through the eye by an errant arrow during a hunt. It didn't make sense.

      Not only were his retainers superb marksmen, but she'd been told Stephen had fallen back to fix a saddle strap that had worked loose. Someone would have had to turn around to shoot him from the front, implying a deliberate act of murder, but she knew his men loved him too much to have done that. Indeed, they'd not even seen it happen. Despite her protestations that something was amiss, the death had not been investigated.

      Another thing that surprised Catherine—Cat—were the tears she shed for him at his funeral procession. They were genuine. Stephen, the second baron of Slade, hadn't been a bad husband, as husbands went. He made sure the drafty old stone house was fitted with warm tapestries and hangings, he gave her jewels on her birthday and pretty gowns to wear whenever he thought she needed one. Unfortunately, those trinkets and gowns came at a hefty cost—one her husband couldn't afford.

      It was one of life's sureties that upon a man's death, his creditors will come knocking before the day was over. His brother, the heir, couldn't pay immediately, but he did manage to postpone them with promises of future repayment plus an additional sum. It had been a worrying time. It still was.

      Cat was the only one who cried at Stephen's funeral. John, the new baron, was too busy ensuring the two mourners he'd paid to walk behind the coffin looked suitably overwrought. Considering it was one of the coldest, wettest days of a bleak spring, they had no difficulty in giving off an air of misery. Cat had suggested twenty mourners more appropriate for the most prominent personage of the valley, but John had thought two ample, considering there was no way to pay them.

      "Couldn't he have been buried with a banner of arms?" she asked John as they walked side-by-side behind the coffin, huddled beneath a canopy carried by the household servants who were now thoroughly drenched. "He deserves that at least."

      "He deserves exactly what he's getting." Although he spoke quietly, Cat knew John was angry or frustrated, perhaps both. He'd hardly moved his lips. Ordinarily it was a sign that she should leave his presence, but this time she couldn't. He would have to endure her, and she him. But for how long?

      John, now the third baron of Slade, was a tall, slender man with dark eyes and slick, black hair that skimmed his shoulders. That was the sum total of his virtues. His wet mouth rarely turned up in a smile and never in a laugh. He preferred silence and study to dancing, riding, hunting and, well, everything that required him to leave his desk. Although Stephen's younger brother had always lived with them, he kept to himself. That was the way Cat preferred it. Until now. Now she wished she'd gotten to know him better. After all, he held her future in his hands.

      "He did run up some debts," she admitted, avoiding a muddy puddle only to brush up against old Doyle, one of the servants carrying the canopy who'd been with the family for years. He gave her a flat-lipped, sympathetic smile that she returned. "But a man ought to have a funeral befitting his status." She cast her eye over the pitiful number of mourners, the plain coffin and the tattered banner of arms leading the procession. Her father-in-law, the first baron of Slade, had been sent off with forty-eight poor men and women dressed in black to follow the coffin, several mourners, two heralds of arms, a goodly sized banner of arms and four smaller bannerolls. It had been a grand affair that suited the magnificent figure her father-in-law had been. Her husband had cut an equally impressive figure, yet his own brother wouldn't pay any more than he had to. It was a sorry sight.

      "He emptied the baronial coffers and left me nothing but debt," John went on haughtily. It was as if pointing out his brother's lack of skill at managing the estate made him feel more superior. "If he wanted a grand funeral, he should have set some coin aside for it."

      "Now, John, that's hardly fair. He may not have been much of a thinker⁠—"

      "He was as dull-witted as a hammer."

      "He was a good man."

      John merely grunted. He increased the length of his stride, whether on purpose or by accident, Cat couldn't determine. She had to hurry to keep up or be drenched by the rain, since the servants holding the canopy followed their new master and not their previous master's widow.

      Widow. The word slammed into her chest with the force of a fist. She was a widow now, and a childless one at that. She was alone in the world with her own family gone, but luckily still young enough to remarry. Widows had certain rights, thankfully, and a lifelong income from her late husband's estate; but Cat didn't want to move out of Slade Hall until her cottage could be made ready. Hopefully her brother-in-law would allow her to stay until then.

      "When can we speak about my future?" she asked, peering up at his stern, heavy-browed profile.

      "Now."

      "Now? But Slade is being buried as soon as we reach the church."

      "What better time to discuss it? I'd rather talk trade than listen to the old vicar drone on."

      Trade? Since when was her future a matter of commerce? Her pace slowed but John and the canopy did not. An icy drip fell off the canvas and trickled down her neck into her ruff. She shivered and hurried to catch up, stepping in a puddle that was deeper than it appeared. Water sloshed over the top of her ankle boots and thoroughly wet her hose. She wished she'd worn pattens.

      "And don't call him Slade anymore," John said with an abrupt nod at the coffin winding its way ahead of them up the hill to St. Alban's church. "I am now Lord Slade and you'll address me appropriately."

      "I'm going to find it difficult to adjust." She blinked back fresh tears and touched her gloved fingers to her tingling nose. "He may not have been the brightest star in the sky, but he was a good husband. A good man."

      "He was a lout and a poor baron. Look what he sank to." He indicated the two pathetic mourners, the tattered banner, the small number of retainers and servants. Cat's heart lurched. She should have insisted on something grander.

      "You'd better adjust to life without him, and adjust quickly," he went on. "You've got work to do."

      "Pardon? What sort of work?"

      "Catching your next husband."

      She stumbled and put out a hand to John's—Slade's—arm to steady herself. He snatched it away almost as soon as she regained her footing. The man loathed being touched, something he'd made clear on her wedding day when she'd gone to kiss her new brother-in-law's cheek only to have him lean out of the way.

      "I've not even buried my last one!" she protested.

      "We don't have the luxury of time. The sooner we make it clear you're available, the better."

      We?

      Cat bit her lip and managed not to snap back at him. He wasn't a man to trifle with. She had often argued with Stephen, and usually won, and was no stranger to speaking her mind, but something about John's—Slade's—countenance made her hold her tongue. He was in a dark mood today, more so than usual. Perhaps his brother's death had affected him more than he let on. Her heart softened a little.

      "It's a shame you're so plain and small," he went on in that tight way he had of speaking. "I hear there are a few earls on the hunt for a new wife, but you're not up to their standards. It'll have to be a baron or knight for you, at best."

      Well, of all the ill-mannered things to say to a woman, that was quite possibly the rudest! She may not be the prettiest woman, or have been blessed with a comely figure, but she wasn't ugly. Just plain. It hadn't seemed to worry Stephen too much when he'd chosen her over several other women. Apparently he had admired her gentle nature and sensible manner. On the other hand, he had strayed from their bed. Frequently. A gentle nature and sensible manner apparently made for a good wife, but not lover.

      "I have the summer cottage," she said, more in an attempt to make herself feel better than remind John that she had an asset to bring to a marriage. "Indeed, I don't have to find a new husband straight away. I can live there until I'm ready." That way she could be out of John's way and live her own peaceful life while she mourned her first husband and carefully chose her second.

      He shook his head, spraying droplets of water from the ends of his oily black hair. "You can't. Your charming yet stupid husband sold it."

      "He did what!"

      "Don't make me repeat it, Cat. The servants are listening."

      "But it was my mother's! My dowry!"

      "So? He sold it to pay off some such debt. I don't know which one. The paperwork looks as if it were done by a five year-old. If only he'd employed a man of business who hadn't cheated him, he wouldn't have gotten himself buried so deep."

      The cottage…gone. The only link to her family, sold off as if it were an excess apple from the orchard. Why had Slade never told her he'd sold it? He'd not once indicated he was in financial difficulty. The man she had trusted to have her best interests at heart had left her vulnerable and poor. John was right, and yet he was not. Stephen was indeed foolish, and it seemed he possessed a heartless streak after all.

      Cat would never cry over his death again. She would still miss him, like she missed a misplaced button or the sun on a day when she'd planned to go for a ride, but his loss was an irritation, nothing more. She wouldn't mourn him to any great degree now.

      "What am I to do?" she murmured. "My widow's portion…?"

      "Is worth nothing, if the estate's income is nothing," John said, speaking with cool disinterest. "You're to come with me to London and find yourself the best husband you can." He looked at her chest. Admittedly her breasts were small, but did he have to wrinkle his nose like that? "I'm afraid you'll have to call on some other womanly virtues. With no money and no connections, you'll have to use what you can. I suggest you take the first offer that comes your way."

      Tears sprang to her eyes again, but she dashed them away with the back of her hand. "Why are you being so horrible?"

      "I'm not being horrible, Cat, I'm being practical. I can't afford to keep you. Since Stephen made no arrangements for you and I can't send you back to your family, you're now my burden. I want you to become someone else's burden as soon as possible. Do you understand?"

      She hated when he spoke to her as if she were a child. She was the same age as him! "Of course I understand," she snapped. Forget being cautious and demure, this was important. "The fact that I am Lady Slade means nothing. You would rather see me sold off like the summer cottage than cost you a single shilling. I suppose if a cruel earl wishes to wed me, it doesn't matter."

      "I doubt an earl would be interested, but I follow your gist and the answer is yes. You're in no position to choose. Indeed, you should be thankful for any offers that come your way. If they do."

      She tried to voice her indignation but all that came forth was a splutter. How could he be so cold? They were brother and sister in the eyes of the law and it was his moral duty to care for her. Did that mean nothing to him?

      "Your father was too soft on you, Cat, and my brother too. It has made you a little too willful, if I am honest. It's time you learned some discipline. A hard husband will do you good."

      "And if I cannot find a husband at all?" she asked weakly. "Where will I go?"

      "I hear the blacksmith needs a new wife to care for his children."

      "The smith! But I am Lady Slade! How dare you suggest⁠—"

      "Those sorts of airs will not do you any good as a smith's wife."

      "John! Be reasonable. You cannot force me to wed anyone. It's my own choice."

      "Of course it is." The sly smile he gave her sent a chill sliding down her spine. "But if I throw you out of the house, where will you go without a husband? I'd wager even the blacksmith is better than starvation."

      She stopped and stared at his broad back as he began the ascent to the church. The servants all looked back at her with sorry expressions, but did not stop. She got wet, but she no longer cared. The rain was nothing. The cold was nothing. Her future was beginning to look much bleaker than she'd ever expected.
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        * * *

      

      Cat was given an entire two months to mourn her husband, but that was only because the new Lord Slade couldn't leave the estate while it teetered on the brink of ruin. Fortunately he kept to his study day and night, and she hardly saw him. When he did emerge, usually in the late evening, he didn't so much as nod at her in greeting as he passed through the great hall where she embroidered or sewed. It was as if she didn't exist. She began to hope he'd forgotten about getting rid of her.

      Everything changed in early June, when he announced they were to leave the following morning for London. Indeed, it wasn't Slade who announced it—he insisted she call him Slade now—but his liveried retainer, Mr. Hislop. Hislop had ventured into the village from parts unknown almost five years ago and had struck up a friendship with Slade, then merely John. They'd been inseparable since, and upon Stephen's death, the new baron had raised Hislop to be his second in command in all estate matters. It was quite an honor for a man who refused to divulge his past to anyone. He could have been born in a field or a gutter, for all Cat knew. Slade must have known, though. Cat couldn't imagine her shrewd, careful brother-in-law allowing just anyone to see his ledgers.

      She had not liked Hislop when he lived in the village and she liked him even less since he'd moved into the house. He slunk around, his footsteps making no sound on the stone floor. Cat would think she was alone, only to turn around and find he'd snuck up behind her. He would watch her too through slitty, golden eyes. Eyes that were intriguing upon first acquaintance, but cool and detached the longer one looked at them. He wore his red-gold hair and beard short, neat, not a strand out of place. The thin scar slicing through the hair on his chin seemed out of character. His clothes were always spotless, as if his manservant spent all night cleaning them. Perhaps the poor fellow did. It would take a brave man to say no to Mr. Hislop.

      Cat certainly didn't dare. She accepted his command with a demure nod of her head then went in search of her maid. They packed together, choosing only the best gowns and jewels Cat had left. Slade had sold off most of the lovely things Stephen had given her over the years. It was a shame. She finally had a use for them and they were gone. There'd been few occasions for finery at Slade Hall, with Stephen preferring hunting and drinking with his retainers to entertaining other nobles. Court, however, was different. She was expected to be a bauble among other, shinier baubles. If she wanted to attract a good husband, or simply to have a choice, she needed to present herself in the best light. Otherwise it was the blacksmith for her.
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        * * *

      

      Upon entering the Presence Chamber at Whitehall Palace, it became clear to Cat that she was not going to enjoy court life. She looked as glamorous as a sack of turnips next to the ladies with jewels in their hair, at their throat, on their fingers and covering much of their clothing too. Indeed, most of the lords glittered brighter than Cat with their gold earrings and rings. They must be wealthy indeed to afford such things. Even Slade had managed to find a doublet made of the finest silk with silver buttons down the front. She wondered where he'd found the coin to pay for it.

      He nudged her in the back and she stumbled forward. "You have to greet Her Majesty first," he murmured as he nodded at a gentleman and lady who blinked vacantly at him. Clearly they had no idea who he was, but were curious nonetheless.

      "I know that," Cat said. She tried to see through the throng of bodies, but couldn't. She was much too short. In which direction was the queen?

      Slade clicked his tongue. "Follow me. And try to look…" He scanned her from top to toe, taking in the widow's hood covering her brown hair and black dress that lacked embellishments of any kind. He sighed. "Nevermind."

      Cat wanted to poke her tongue out at his back as he walked off, but there were too many people watching; some surreptitiously, others openly.

      The press of bodies in the Presence Chamber wasn't as beautiful up close as it was from the entrance. Indeed, there was a distinct stink in the air which an abundance of rose water dabbed on the skin couldn't hide. The combination was cloying. Cat coughed through her curtsey to the aging queen, but managed to suppress it as she rose. The queen spoke a few words and offered sympathies upon the death of Cat's husband. How remarkable that such an aged and illustrious personage remembered them. It had been some years since Cat had last been to court, and she hadn't been particularly memorable then, let alone now.

      The presentation lasted only a moment before a new arrival was nudged forward by an older man, perhaps her father. Cat and Slade backed away and blended into the rest of the courtiers.

      "Now what?" she asked him.

      "Now we both have our own business to conduct."

      She caught his arm before he walked off. His jaw hardened and his lips pinched tighter as he jerked free. "You promised to point out the eligible gentlemen," she said. "Please, Slade. Please help me." She hated to beg, but she didn't have a choice. She knew not a soul. Slade had at least some familiarity, albeit limited. As the second son of a minor baron, he'd been to court a few times in recent years. It was a few more times than Cat.

      "I can spare you only a moment," he muttered under his breath. He nodded at the stairs leading to the balcony that overlooked the Presence Chamber. "Come with me."

      He led the way up to the balcony where a number of lords and ladies stood in small groups. None paid Slade and Cat any attention as they found a position that gave them a good view over the audience below.

      "That gentleman with the gray hair, wearing the green doublet," Slade said, indicating a fellow leaning against a pillar. "That's Sir Henry Hamilton. He's in need of a new wife and mother to his eight children."

      "Eight!" Cat peered down at the portly figure. "He looks quite aged."

      "He's in his fifth decade."

      "That's much too old."

      "The man in black and crimson beside him is the baron of Purcell. He's currently out of favor with Her Majesty, but you shouldn't let that put you off."

      "Why is he out of favor?"

      "He's Catholic."

      "But I'm not Catholic."

      "Convert. A good wife believes what her husband believes."

      "My husband cannot force me to believe the same as he," she scoffed.

      Slade snorted through his nose. "An attitude like that will not help you, Cat. Not here. Do you see the other young ladies?" He swept his hand in an arc to encompass the giggling girls nearby, the more accomplished ones down below, all of them richly adorned and beautiful. "They are your competition. Do you think a headstrong widow of no fortune and nothing to recommend her has a hope of securing a husband with them around?" He answered his own question with another derisive snort. "Pay attention." He turned back to the balcony and continued to point out unmarried gentlemen. It took only a moment more.

      "That's all of them," he announced, turning away, impatient to be off.

      "But there are so few!" Cat protested. And all of them were either aged, infirm, or both.

      "That's all of the ones here," he said with bored indifference. "There will be others who don't come to court. If you ask about, I'm sure you'll learn who they are."

      She glanced at the girls huddled together as if sharing a secret. None took any notice of Cat or Slade. "Can you introduce me to some ladies of your acquaintance then?"

      He cast his eye over the audience below. "I know no ladies here."

      She couldn't tell from his tone whether that troubled him or not. After all, he must also be in search of a wife, now that he'd gained the title. She was about to ask him if that were so when he moved away.

      "My lord, wait!" She clutched his arm again but let go upon seeing the anger brewing in his dark eyes. "Where shall I meet you when it comes time to leave?"

      "Make your own way back to the house. I don't know how late I'll be."

      "My own way! But I have no escort."

      "You're hardly an innocent girl in need of protection. Besides, it's not far."

      Indeed it wasn't. Hislop had secured rooms for them in a house fronting Charing Cross, since the palace was full and Slade wasn't important enough to warrant accommodations within its walls. Still, a woman walking alone even that short distance at night was courting danger. Slade ought to have more care for her. She might not be legally under his protection, but he had a moral responsibility at the very least.

      "I cannot believe your callousness," she hissed. Her own rage had begun to build. She had largely suppressed it since Stephen's death, not wishing to upset the man whose good will she relied upon, but there was only so much indignity she could endure. "Where is your gentlemanly honor? Your duty to your brother?"

      But Slade wasn't looking at her. His attention was fixed on something down below in the Presence Chamber. Cat followed his gaze to a gentleman standing near the entrance, hands arrogantly on hips, a sapphire blue cape around his shoulders and a hat that wouldn't have looked out of place in a birdcage, it sported so many long feathers shooting from the crown. The hat obscured his face, but not his figure. Even from a distance, Cat could see he was leaner than most of the men there, and considerably younger. Indeed, he moved into the Presence Chamber with an assured swagger and an air of superiority that only a youth possessed, and an important one at that.

      Everyone seemed to know him. Gentlemen clapped him on the shoulder as he passed, ladies curtsied low or offered up simpering smiles. One of the more brazen ones stepped into his path and thrust out her considerable chest. He made a great show of bowing over her hand before kissing it. She cast a conceited smile at those around her and glowed with satisfaction.

      Slowly conversations fell silent around him as he moved through the crowd to the queen. Even the girls near Cat stopped their giggling long enough to gasp and whisper.

      "Lord Oxley is here," one said, breathy.

      "Look at his fine legs," said her friend, giggling into her hand.

      "I hear there are other fine things about him," said another, leaning over the balcony to get a better look. "Things only a lover would know."

      That set off her friends again and they collapsed into snickers that would have had their mothers scolding them for unladylike behavior.

      "Who is he?" Cat asked Slade.

      "The Earl of Oxley."

      "And why is he such a curiosity?" The silver-gray feathers on Oxley's hat, unlike any she'd seen before, shivered with each step, far above the heads of everyone else. "Aside from his flamboyant hat, that is."

      "He's a favorite of the queen, but he rarely attends court by all accounts."

      "I wonder why he's here now."

      "A matter of business? To look for a wife? I don't care."

      "He's not married or betrothed? A man in his position?" How odd.

      "He's eccentric by all accounts and hasn't chosen a bride yet. Don't get your hopes up, Cat. He can command a bride worth a hundred times more than you."

      At least he hadn't mentioned Cat's plain looks again. It would seem her financial difficulty was more of an impediment in the marriage stakes.

      "And a thousand times prettier."

      Or perhaps not.

      The earl removed his cape with a spectacular flourish that seemed to amuse the queen. He threw the cape at her slippered feet and bowed down on one knee. Cat couldn't hear their exchange, but it was clear that he was making a gift of the cape.

      "What would Her Majesty do with a gentleman's cape?" she asked.

      "Do you not see the fastenings at the collar?" Slade asked. As he said it, the two large button-like fastenings flashed in the torchlight.

      "Sapphires," she said on a gasp.

      "Oxley is as wealthy as the queen herself. Those baubles are probably spare ones he had lying about."

      Her Majesty leaned forward, her head slightly bent, listening to whatever Oxley was saying. She seemed to be hanging on his every word. Then she fell back, giggling behind her hands like a girl. Oxley bowed low once more and backed away. Cat tracked his movement to a group of overdressed dandies nearby and watched as he fell into raucous conversation with them.

      "Oh do look up here," pleaded one of the girls peering down at Oxley. "I want to see that divine face."

      As if he'd heard her, the earl tilted his head back and looked up. He scanned the scattering of people on the balcony, nodding at some and bowing elaborately to the group of girls which set their giggles off again. His gaze continued and slipped over Slade and Cat before flicking back again. Even from a distance Cat could see he wasn't as young as she'd first thought. He had a strong jaw and finely chiseled nose and cheeks. His skin was browner than she expected, the hair blonder. The contrast had a warm, handsome effect. Even more mesmerizing was his mouth. It was full without being womanly, and curved into a wicked bow. When first he'd skimmed over them, he'd sported an arrogant smile, but it vanished upon the second inspection. Then there were his eyes. She may not have been able to see them well, but she'd wager they were a remarkable shade of blue. A man as beautiful as the earl of Oxley simply must have blue eyes. Whatever color, they were staring directly at her with an intensity that warmed her belly and further south. No man of such beauty had ever looked at her like that. Like he could see into her. Like he knew her.

      He suddenly looked away, the inspection over. It had been as brief as it had been powerful. The effects of it, however, lingered long after he moved on. Cat's heart beat strong in her chest, having momentarily stopped beneath his scrutiny. Her face heated, her limbs too. Indeed, she felt hot all over.

      "He seemed to take an interest in you." Slade sounded surprised, or perhaps just disbelieving. He frowned down at Oxley, now in conversation with the gentlemen and ladies crowding around him. "Come on." He grabbed Cat's elbow.

      "Where are we going?" she asked, struggling to walk casually alongside him and not draw attention to the fact he was gripping her much too hard.

      "To strike while the iron is hot and before the dozens of other desperate wenches get in before you."

      "My lord?"

      They passed the girls who were now openly watching Cat with sneers on their painted mouths. "We're going to meet the earl of Oxley, and you are going to charm him."

      Cat felt sick.
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      Lord Oxley wasn't an easy man to pin down. Whenever Cat, dragged along by Slade, got close, he would spy another friend and move off in that direction. It was almost as if he were avoiding them. Of course, that couldn't be true. He didn't even know them.

      They finally intercepted him in the shadowy perimeter of the Presence Chamber as he made his way toward the exit. If he were aiming to be stealthy, he failed. Bright yellow silk breeches and a hat of impressive proportions were not the most ideal disguise for blending in. Besides which, the man was tall. There were few taller than he in the audience and none whose shoulders were so broad. Surely his doublet must be bombasted to create the effect.

      "Let me go, my lord," Cat said to Slade as his bony fingers dug into the flesh at her elbow. "You're hurting me."

      "It's for your own good. Ah, excuse me, my lord!" he called out to their quarry ahead of them. "My Lord Oxley!" he said again when Oxley didn't stop. "I have a matter of great importance I need to discuss with you."

      "That's overstating it a little," Cat muttered.

      But it did the trick. Oxley stopped. He didn't turn immediately, however. There was a brief pause in which those manly shoulders hunched a little and his head lowered, as if he were resigning himself to enduring an arduous task. Perhaps he knew Slade by reputation if not in person. Cat certainly found her brother-in-law a test of endurance most of the time.

      Finally Oxley turned to face them, his eyes flat, bored, and his mouth stretched into an unconvincing smile. "Who are you?" he drawled. "And what is it you want with me?"

      Oh dear. They'd managed to annoy the nobleman already. Slade's plan was in danger of failing and he hadn't even presented Cat yet.

      Slade bowed low. "Good evening, Lord Oxley. Forgive the intrusion, but I wanted to introduce myself. I am Lord Slade of Slade Hall, Sussex. I have been admiring your…hat, sir." He glanced up at the extraordinary piece. "It's very…tall."

      Oxley seemed to change then. The boredom vanished from his eyes and the smile became genuine. He whipped off the hat and presented it to Slade with an elaborate bow. "Then you may have it, my good man."

      "But my lord, it's your hat! I couldn't possibly⁠—"

      "Take it. I have another just like it at home. Indeed, I have several and I see that you're in need of good headwear." He drew Slade's brown fur hat off his head between thumb and forefinger as if he'd picked up a rat by its tail. "I can give you the name of my milliner if you like."

      Slade cleared his throat and watched desperately as his hat was flung into the corner. "I am humbly grateful for your generosity, my lord."

      Oxley leaned closer, conspiratorial. "A hint, Slade, if you will permit me to aid you. Her Majesty likes to see her gentlemen wearing a little color. Dung is not her favorite shade, even when dressed up with shiny buttons." He flicked the top button of Slade's doublet. As Slade looked down, Oxley tapped him on the chin and laughed. It was a child's diversionary trick, but Oxley made it seem fresh and amusing. Or perhaps that was more because Slade was trying very hard to hide his indignity at being the butt of such a simple joke.

      Cat pressed her lips together to suppress her smile. She wasn't yet sure what to make of Oxley, and she planned on remaining quiet to observe him for as long as possible.

      Unfortunately, Oxley had a different plan. He thrust out his hip and placed his hands at his waist, studying her. "And who is this jewel? What lovely skin! And those eyes! I am in the presence of a goddess."

      Slade snorted, but quickly covered it with a cough. "This is my sister-in-law, Catherine, Lady Slade. She's in mourning for my brother, hence the drab attire."

      "Drab? Not at all! Not on such a slender, leonine figure." Oxley bowed, sweeping his arm across the front of his body in an arc. "I am your servant, my lady."

      Cat rolled her eyes before he straightened, and managed to give him a return smile as she curtseyed. "My lord is too generous with his praise."

      "Indeed not," Oxley said. He waggled his fingers at her face. "Your eyes are quite the most interesting shade of blue."

      Her eyes were a dull slate blue-gray. She had no illusions that this man saw her as anything other than a plain, smallish woman. Oxley's eyes, however, were something to behold. She'd been right. They were blue, but not the striking deep color of the sky. They were pale, almost colorless. More like a lake in winter, covered in a thin layer of ice. Lakes in wintertime could be dangerous, unpredictable places, but there was nothing dangerous about this man. He seemed as predictable and harmless as a peacock. Cat matched his smile with one of her own.

      "You are quite the flatterer, my lord," Slade said. "But there's no need. Cat is not used to it and doesn't expect it. Her tastes are simple. Her thoughts even simpler."

      Cat bristled. It was one thing to have Slade belittle her when it was just the two of them, but quite another in front of others. Particularly when Lord Oxley could help her get away from Slade Hall. He may be too far above her to be a candidate for husband number two, but he seemed extremely well connected. A recommendation from him could serve her well. Time to curb the damage before Slade caused more.

      "What my brother-in-law is trying to say is that our conversations rarely cover topics of interest to us both. Lord Slade prefers to read his ledgers while I prefer the wonders of Homer. Slade thinks the theater not fit for a lady, but I am of the opinion that all ladies should experience it. With an appropriate escort, of course."

      She hoped she'd judged Oxley correctly. He seemed like the sort of man who enjoyed wit and cultural amusements over talk of wool bales and crop yields. The plethora of ladies who had vied for his attention ever since his arrival wouldn't be so eager if he were as boorish as Slade.

      Oxley's eyes sparkled and he seemed to appraise her anew. "You've been to the theater, Lady Slade? You enjoy such pastimes?"

      "I've only seen the traveling troupes in summertime near Slade Hall. I do long to visit one of the magnificent theaters in Bankside, though. I hear the new Globe is quite a sight to behold."

      "It is," he said with warm enthusiasm. "If one doesn't mind the occasional drunkard lolling on the doorstep. And you must be sure not to leave your pouch in clear sight. The cutpurses at Bankside take that as an invitation."

      "As they should," she said with mock seriousness. "If a person is foolish enough to flash their coin about, they ought to be relieved of it. Clearly they have too much."

      He grinned. "You seem like a worldly sort of lady, unlike many here." Did she catch the hint of a sigh? The sense of ennui in his drollness?

      She must be mistaken. He'd not seemed at all bored with the ladies as they'd crowded around him earlier. Indeed, he seemed to enjoy their attentions very much.

      "It's true that I spend far too much time in the village near Slade Hall," she said.

      Slade nodded soberly. "Far too much time."

      She rolled her eyes and Oxley grinned. "Although I wouldn't call myself worldly," she went on. "The village is a great leveler, however, if one ventures beyond the main road. We too have drunkards lolling in doorways, and more besides."

      Oxley gave her a look of horror and pressed his hand to his breast. A large oval-cut sapphire ring winked in the candlelight. "It doesn't sound like the sort of place such a poised lady as yourself should endure. Where was Lord Slade? Protecting you, I hope."

      She laughed. "My late husband was too busy hunting. The current Lord Slade was too occupied."

      "With his ledgers?" Oxley winked. "I'm glad to see you've survived unscathed, dear lady."

      She leaned closer and whispered loudly. "Or have I?"

      She wasn't sure what she was saying, or why she was saying it in that breathy voice. Something about this man with his cool eyes that weren't icy after all, and his easy humor made her feel light headed and quite brazen. When he laughed or smiled, as he seemed to do often, warmth spread through her body to her extremities. It set her alight in places she'd thought dormant. Feminine places.

      "You could take her, my lord!" Slade cried.

      "What?" Cat blurted out. She blinked at him, not sure whether to be horrified, ashamed or amused.

      "Er, I mean, you could take Cat to the theater." Slade had a silly look of contrition on his face. It was quite out of place. How had Cat not seen him as the fool he was before? He'd always seemed so stern to her, so composed and in control, but Oxley reduced him to a bumbling idiot by his mere presence.

      Unfortunately that made her a fool by association. She wanted to dig a hole and bury herself. She didn't dare look at Lord Oxley. To make it worse, her face grew so hot he must have noticed.

      "I'm not available tomorrow," Oxley said smoothly. "Or I would be delighted."

      "The next day then," Slade persisted. "We can stay in London a little longer."

      "I'm not free, alas. Indeed, I'll be leaving the city very soon."

      The silence thinned. Cat wished she could run and hide. She had not felt quite so humiliated since, well, ever. She kept her head bowed so that she didn't have to see Oxley's handsome face screwed up in distaste at the thought of taking her to the theater, thereby announcing some sort of connection between them.

      "You can see all the theaters of note from this side of the river," he was saying with rather more enthusiasm than necessary. "There's no need for Lady Slade to venture over to Bankside."

      "An excellent suggestion," she cut in before Slade could open his mouth and put the other foot in. "I'll do that. Thank you, my lord. It's been our great and humble pleasure to meet you, but we mustn't keep you any longer."

      His eyes briefly flashed, adding warmth to their depths. But it passed so quickly that she began to wonder if she saw it at all.

      He bowed to her. "It has been my pleasure, Lady Slade. Enjoy your stay in London. I hope your brother-in-law will find the time to take you to the theaters himself."

      He gave Slade a shallower bow. "Take care of my hat, sir."

      Slade said nothing as he watched Oxley retreat to the door, only to be held up before making his exit by a dark-haired lady whose tight dress barely contained her cleavage. She leaned against Oxley's arm, pressing her virtues into him where he couldn't fail to miss them. She giggled behind her fan then he said something and she tapped him lightly with it. He seemed absorbed by her attentions. Widow Slade was already forgotten.

      Cat turned away, and tried to ignore the sinking sensation in her chest. She had enjoyed her conversation with Oxley. She'd wanted it to continue, but of course it could not. He was a busy noblemen with high friends. She was the widow of a poor baron and the sister-in-law of a tedious man.

      That tedious man reeled on her. "You let him go! Stupid girl. You almost had him."

      "Don't be ridiculous," she said, curt. "He was simply being polite." And if anyone was responsible for Oxley's leaving, it was Slade.

      "He liked you. I could tell. Not sure why, but I suppose you're witty when you want to be, and a dandy like Oxley likes wit." It was quite the compliment coming from Slade and took her by surprise.

      "It's no matter. He was never going to consider me as a wife. He could have any lady in this room." Wit wouldn't be enough for a handsome, dashing earl. It was something she had accepted long ago.

      Slade heaved a sigh and glanced around at the glittering women, from the giggling girls to the more mature and elegant ladies. "True. I briefly hoped he might take you on as a mistress, but I see now that it's hopeless."

      "Mistress!" He would dare suggest such a crude thing to his own sister-in-law?

      "As you say, you're not a contender for a wife, but I do know that Oxley has a mistress. Several, in fact, although not all at the same time." He directed a nod at the buxom woman smothering Oxley with her charms. "Of course, if that lady is the sort he prefers, then I'm afraid you'll never be a contender. Pity. I hear he's very generous to his mistresses. You could have had a comfortable life, even after he grew tired of you."

      He walked off and Cat watched him go, not bothering to follow. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. Her, a mistress to an earl! Or to anyone, for that matter. It was such an absurd notion. She was hardly the right sort, as he pointed out. Mistresses were flirty and buxom. Cat was a mere mouse by comparison. The best hope she had was to wed a dull, moderately wealthy baron of no particular importance. It had been adequate enough when she married the first time and would be adequate for her second marriage. There was no point in aiming for something more, someone higher.

      She swallowed past the lump that had risen to her throat and glanced around the room at the courtiers, with their jewels and expensive clothes, laughing and getting drunker with each cup of wine. None would take any notice of her. She could never hope to make an impression on the gentlemen when there were so many ladies to choose from. Just like she'd made no impression on Lord Oxley. He'd not even glanced back at her as he walked off.

      It was silly to be disappointed by his disinterest, and no one had ever accused her of being silly before. Yet the lump in her throat remained.
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        * * *

      

      Hughe's mind was still on his conversation with the Slades as he made his way to the exit. That was his only excuse for not seeing Lady Crewe until her breasts squashed up against his arm.

      "My dear boy," she cooed, wrapping her talons around his elbow. "Didn't you see me? I've been trying to gain your attention all evening."

      He was never sure why she called him 'boy'. He may be five years younger than her, but he did outrank her husband. "My heartfelt apologies, madam." He kissed the heavy cheek she offered. It was sweaty from exertion, and he wondered if she'd chased after him. "It wounds me to know that I may have offended you. I didn't see you." He waved at the courtiers still mingling in the Presence Chamber and caught sight of Lady Slade's lithe figure before the crowd swallowed her up. She had a slender waist, a small frame and sweet face. It was her eyes, however, that had caught his attention. That and her wit, but the eyes first. As soon as he realized who had waylaid him, he'd intended to make his excuses and leave immediately, but he'd been held captive by those orbs. It wasn't just their color, although they were as blue as the sapphire on his finger, but it was…what? For once, poetic words failed him. He couldn't think clearly. He felt like he was in a mist and couldn't see a thing ahead of him.

      He supposed that's what happened to a fellow when he was unexpectedly waylaid by the widow of the man he'd killed.

      "Oxley?" Lady Crewe's fan tapping against his shoulder brought him back to the present. "Oxley, are you listening to me?"

      "Of course, my dear lady." He had no idea what she'd been saying. Probably something about her middle son seeking a page's position in Hughe's household. It was why he'd ended his affair with Lady Crewe a year ago, after a delightful six months. Hughe had thought he'd finally found someone who agreed with him, that love was a sentiment sensible people should avoid. Little had he known that she'd planned to use their relationship to further the interests of her family. He had indeed tried to avoid her, and several others, throughout the evening. Among them were past mistresses and family members of noblemen he'd assassinated. It would seem he had overwhelmingly failed on both counts.

      Lady Crewe clicked her tongue. "You were not. Your mind was still on that plain little cat." She giggled, making her breasts jiggle against his arm. "Cat, you see. Her name is Catherine and her brother-in-law calls her Cat."

      "Ah! You mean Lady Slade." He managed to sound flippant when he felt anything but.

      "You knew who I was talking about, you sly fox. Yes, Lady Slade. She seemed to have your entire attention. Her conversation was riveting, was it?"

      "She does have a certain wit," he said, trying not to smile. Women like Lady Crewe had a way of sinking their claws into others they considered rivals and he didn't want her to get the wrong impression. Lady Slade was not a rival in any shape. She never would be. He had two golden rules when it came to women—avoid eligible ladies, and avoid relatives of his targets. Lady Slade was both, added to which she would make a poor choice of wife. Although imagining his mother's horror if he brought home such a bride made him smile. It would serve her right for constantly badgering him to marry.

      But it would never happen.

      "What are you smiling at?" Lady Crewe said, touching her closed fan to the corner of his mouth. "You're not picturing that little chit in your bed, are you? She's most certainly not your usual type."

      He had a type? He thought he'd always been quite well-rounded when it came to his choice of mistresses, eligibility notwithstanding. "You think not?"

      "For one thing, she's got no sense of style."

      "She's in mourning."

      "Black can be made to look becoming with the addition of a few jewels."

      That got him thinking. Lady Slade had worn almost no jewelry. A set of earrings and a wedding ring, and both of those were simple. Still, they'd suited her. With eyes like hers, she'd not needed jewelry to draw the gaze away. Better to allow eyes of such depth and luster to be admired unhindered.

      "And the cut of that gown!" Lady Crewe shook her head. "She may be in mourning, but she's not dead herself. If the rumors are to be believed and she's here looking for a new husband, then she ought to wear something that reveals more throat and…" She rubbed herself against his arm like a dog in heat. "And more."

      "Perhaps she's not the sort of woman who wishes to flaunt herself so soon after her husband's death."

      She snorted. "Or perhaps her womanly features aren't so womanly. Going by the flatness of her gown, I'd say I'm right."

      He'd had quite enough of her waspish company. He'd not thought Lady Crewe so cruel, but then he'd never spoken to her about other women. Their conversations, when they'd had them, were always about her sons. He tried to extricate himself from her, but her talons dug into him. She'd be shredding his sleeve next.

      "What was Lady Slade asking of you?" she said. "Let me guess. She offered herself up as a potential wife? No? A mistress?" Another snort. She often snorted, sometimes derisively, sometimes to show displeasure or even pleasure. For the first time, he thought the noise suited her. There was certainly something piggish about her behavior tonight.

      "Neither," he said, jaw tight.

      She placed her fan over her mouth, but it didn't hide the mirth in her eyes. "Do not tell me that a woman like that didn't offer herself to you! Silly creature. Doesn't she know that you could solve all her problems with just a few months of commitment? And such fun commitment too," she cooed, nuzzling into him.

      He leaned away, but wasn't able to politely remove his trapped arm. If she continued on in such a gross manner, he may have to do it impolitely, and in front of onlookers too, of which there seemed to be many. He spotted Lady Slade watching from the balcony. Even from a distance, he thought he saw misery lurking in her eyes, although it hadn't been there before. What had made her so unhappy?

      He came back to the conversation with Lady Crewe as if she'd suddenly hit him over the head. "What do you mean?" he asked, frowning at her. "What problems?"

      "Don't you know? She's as poor as a mouse, and as plain as one too. She hasn't got a hope of securing a good second marriage. I feel a little sorry for her. She's out of her depth trying to catch the eye of every eligible gentleman here. It makes her look quite desperate."

      He stared at her. "Poor? Did her husband leave her in debt?" He knew full well the previous Lord Slade hadn't been a wealthy man, but Hughe had left enough money for his widow to cover his debts and live on for an entire year. It had cost Hughe a considerable sum, but he'd done it anyway. It was the least he could do for her. That and removing the monster from her life.

      The previous Lord Slade had been a murderer, liar and adulterer. According to some sources, he beat his wife. According to others, he simply neglected her. The rumors on that score hadn't been consistent. The charge of murder, however, had been true. He'd investigated himself and discovered Slade had murdered the husband of one of his mistresses. Hughe and his man, Cole, had gotten to Slade after investigating first and proving to themselves that Slade had indeed murdered the man when he'd confronted Slade about his relations with his wife. There had been no doubt about his guilt.

      But there had always been one thing that bothered Hughe. He had never discovered the person who'd hired him and brought the matter to his attention. Hughe always checked out his anonymous clients; he always discovered their reason for hiring him, just to be sure there was no ulterior motive. Thanks to his complicated network, no one was ever aware they had hired a peer of the realm to undertake an assassination.

      "Quite a lot of debt," Lady Crewe went on. "I believe she's very poor and the estate is in difficulty. It's fortunate her brother-in-law is prepared to keep her or she'd be in serious trouble."

      "Fortunate indeed," he muttered. He couldn't imagine how she had coped with that leather-brained fellow all these weeks. Slade Hall certainly wouldn't be filled with witty banter and amusements of the sort to entertain such a quick mind as Lady Slade's. Yet she was fortunate to have someone to look after her. So many widows had no one.

      "The question is, for how long will he keep her?" Lady Crewe said. "I can't imagine a new wife wanting the previous lady of the house in residence, and by all accounts, Lord Slade hasn't got the softest of hearts. Driven by greed, so I've heard. It will be interesting to watch the story play out, don't you think?"

      "Interesting is not the word I had in mind," he said, flatly.

      "Now, about my Francis," she said, rounding on him.

      "I have to go. It's been a pleasure, Lady Crewe, as always." He jerked himself free and bowed. He hurried away before she had a chance to protest. The usher opened the door for him and he finally—finally!—exited into the courtyard.

      The night air was cool compared to the stuffiness inside, yet it was still a warm evening for so early in the summer. Soon the queen would leave for her annual progress around the countryside if she were well enough, but for now, she enjoyed the splendor of Whitehall along with her courtiers. Hughe had made his biannual visit to London as promised, and had met with his old friend Rafe Fletcher and Rafe's wife. The couple had bred quite a brood and seemed in good spirits. But it was time for Hughe to go home to Oxley House. It was the base for his operations, and although his mother was there, his men were too. There was a new operation to coordinate, another dish of justice to serve. The target happened to live near the village of Sutton Grange, where his newly married friend Orlando Holt lived. It was an unfortunate location, so near people Hughe cared about, but it couldn't be helped. If the brute wasn't stopped, other girls would suffer. Hughe would send his most seasoned, level-headed man, Cole, to do the work. There was no one like Cole for getting tasks done with utmost efficiency and minimum fuss. Cole would never do something so stupid as fall in love and leave the Assassins Guild the way Orlando had. Luckily for Orlando, his wife was delightful or Hughe would never be able to forgive him.

      Hughe retrieved Charger from the palace stables and after a few moments talking to the grooms, rode out of the gate. He had no man with him since he preferred to travel without an extra burden whenever possible.

      Unfortunately the air wasn't cool enough to take his thoughts away from Lady Slade. The sorrow on her fine, oval face haunted him. The notion that she may be impoverished thanks to his actions ate at his gut. Where had his donation gone? He'd left it with the mayor of the village and watched him deliver it to the house himself. Cole had later asked the mayor if he'd given it to the lady and he'd assured Cole that he had. Perhaps he'd lied and given it to the brother-in-law instead.

      The cur. He would have to⁠—

      "Stop! No!"

      The cry drifted to him on the breeze. A woman's cry. Bloody hell, where was she?

      "Stop it at once, you're hurting me!"

      To the left. Hughe dug his heels into Charger's flanks and kept his ears peeled for more sounds. He swept the area and finally saw the clump of figures in the darkness dead ahead.

      "Help!" the woman screamed.

      Charger streamed forward and Hughe drew his sword as it became clear two men stood over a woman on the ground. Both men held knives at her throat. "Unhand her!" he shouted. "Or by God I'll cut off your limbs."

      One man scampered away without a glance back. The other stood his ground. Hughe didn't want to kill anyone tonight, and not in front of a woman, but if the man didn't move soon, he was going to get a blade through his belly. Thank God he collected his wits and realized he couldn't win against a sword-wielding gentleman on horseback. Hughe let them go, not because he wanted to, but because the lady was unaccompanied and he couldn't leave her alone and at the mercy of more vagabonds.

      She was indeed a lady. She wore a hooded cloak and leather shoes, although when he jumped down he saw that the soles were a little worn.

      He sheathed his sword. "My lady, are you all right?" He crouched beside her and touched her shoulder. Her body shook as if she cried silently. "My lady, you're safe now. Let me help you."

      She sat up and touched her hand to her temple. "I'm all right. Thank you, sir." She pushed the hood off her head and two big doe-like eyes blinked back at him. Eyes that he recognized. Eyes that were going to haunt him from this night on. "Lord Oxley! It's you."

      "Lady Slade," he said, bowing. Bloody hell. It would seem he couldn't get away from this woman no matter how hard he tried.
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