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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            AN ACCIDENTAL DEATH

          

        

      

    

    
      April 1813, Craythorne Manor near Basingstoke

      The seal had long ago been broken, the bits of dark red wax having fallen to a marble floor many miles away. There was no discernible impression left in the seal. Isabella wondered if there had ever been one as she turned the folded missive over between shaking fingers.

      The first words she had already read several times.

      
        
        My dearest Arabella, You will forever be in my thoughts, for I fear for your life. Mine may as well be over.

      

      

      The simple “D” at the bottom provided little in the way of a hint as to whom might have written the missive, but then the message obviously required anonymity. The need for secrecy.

      
        
        It seems fate has only been kind in one regard. Oh, how I wish I could be with you when that kindness is delivered. Let us hope it won’t result in your demise.

      

      

      Isabella read the last line over and over, confusion and fright building to the point she thought she might faint.

      And she never fainted.

      Why ever would Mum need to fear for her life? Or whatever had Mum done to fear for her life?

      Isabella dipped her hand into the pocket of her riding habit, feeling for the pasteboard calling card her mother had given to her a long time ago. The corners were bent and frayed, but the print was still visible.

      
        
        If something should ever happen to me, be sure to find this gentleman. He’ll know what to do.

      

      

      The instructions hadn’t come with a sense of foreboding, but rather had been made as if the man would be able to provide assistance in some way. Perhaps he was the solicitor assigned to her parents’ estate, or an accomptant charged with seeing to their accounts.

      Staring at the name, Isabella frowned.

      David Fitzwilliam.

      She glanced at the letter again, rereading the simple D at the bottom.

      David.

      D.

      She slid the card back into her pocket, giving her head a quick shake. Certainly she would know this David Fitzwilliam if she ever saw him. He had probably been to the Craythorne estate on business in the past.

      Or was he the ‘D’ from the missive?

      The question had Isabella Tolson’s heart racing as she carefully refolded the note and returned it to its hiding place in her mother’s dressing table drawer.

      How long ago had the note been written?

      The parchment was old, the scrawl that of a man’s hand. She knew it was not her father’s, as she would recognize the flourish of his script. Maxwell Tolson, Earl of Craythorne, had beautiful handwriting. Despite his beefy fingers, he took great care in how he formed his letters, in how his words lined up along imaginary lines across the page.

      This missive was written by someone who was in a hurry. Someone who was fearful. Someone who was...

      The creak in the floor behind her had Isabella turning with a gasp. She relaxed a bit at finding her mother regarding her, even if it was with a frown and crossed arms.

      “Hullo, Mum,” she managed, a bit sheepish as she dipped her head.

      “What did I tell you about going through my things?” Arabella, Countess of Craythorne, asked as she continued into her dressing room. The light from the west-facing window bathed her in a golden glow, casting red glints in her otherwise dark hair. All the Brotherton women shared the hair coloring, along with an oval face, dark brows, long lashes, and a pert nose that together gave them an elegant appearance.

      Isabella rather wished she had her mother’s nose, but it was not to be. At least she had the oval face and the beautiful hair, although her curls were sometimes unruly.

      “I’m sorry, Mum. I... I was bored,” Isabella replied, hoping her sudden fear for her mother wasn’t evident in her coloring. She was sure her face was bright red just from having been caught sneaking about in the dressing room. “I promise it won’t happen again.”

      Arabella sighed, knowing full well her daughter wasn’t interested in needlework, or drawing, or practicing the piano-forté. Having grown up with a younger brother, Isabella had become a bit of a hoyden, preferring horses to dolls and riding horses to more domestic pursuits. “Perhaps it’s time we see to a Season in London for you,” the countess suggested. At nearly nineteen, Isabella was past the age for her come-out, although she still didn’t know all the dances performed at a ton ball. Having grown up at the Craythorne country estate near Basingstoke—her father had dubbed it Craythorne Castle—she didn’t have the experience others of her age in London had when it came to socializing with daughters of aristocrats.

      Or the sons, for that matter.

      Isabella’s eyes widened. “Truly?” she whispered. The idea of a Season in London wasn’t so exciting because of the balls, or soirées, or garden parties, but rather because she wanted to attend another play at the theatre, and she wanted a chance to go to Tattersall’s.

      She had only been to the theatre the one time, but the evening had been exciting. A naval battle had been reenacted on stage, the ships actually floating in a tank of water as they exchanged mock gunfire. John, her younger brother by less than three years, had been so impressed, he asked if he could become a naval officer.

      Isabella would never forget how his face fell when he was informed he couldn’t join the British Navy. He was the only heir to the Craythorne earldom.

      There was no spare.

      As for Tattersall’s, she just wanted to see the horses. Study their pedigrees and work up imaginary pairings. Study the shapes of their heads and watch how they walked. Compare colors and composition. Should her father decide to bid on one, she was sure she could provide him with the information to choose the best one to enhance his already impressive stables.

      “Do you really think father will allow me a Season this year?”

      Arabella angled her head to one side. “The earl has to go to London to attend Parliament. I see no reason as to why we cannot go along and stay in the terrace with him.”

      Well, she could think of one, but Isabella didn’t need to know about him. “I’ll speak to the earl about it during dinner this evening,” she replied. “In the meantime, I do believe you’re expected at the stables for your afternoon ride.”

      Nodding, Isabella gave a quick curtsy. “Thank you, Mum.”

      “Don’t be long, though. Dinner is at seven, and you’ll have to bathe and change, remember.”

      Suppressing the urge to roll her eyes at the reminder, Isabella murmured, “Yes, Mum,” and hurried from the dressing room, her riding habit nearly catching on the corner of the door.

      The countess watched as her daughter left the room. When she heard the girl’s half-boots on the main stairs, she turned her attention back to her dressing table and moved to open the drawer.

      She knew Isabella had been reading one of the many letters she kept hidden in the drawer. Most were bundled with a satin ribbon—those from her friends or her late mother—but some were loose. Frowning, she pulled the one that looked as if it was out of place and winced when she saw the scrawl on the front.

      “Bad news?”

      The deep voice of Maxwell Tolson had her body jerking in surprise as she whirled around to find her husband regarding her with a scowl. He wore a loosely-tied robe, his bare feet apparent beneath the hem. “You frightened me,” she accused, turning back around to slip the missive into the drawer. “As to the news, there wasn’t any. Your daughter was simply reading the old letters from my mother and cousin,” she added as she moved to place a hand on the earl’s chest. “Are you already dressing for dinner?”

      Maxwell regarded his wife for a moment, his brows still furrowed. The expression made him appear far older and more dangerous than he normally looked. “Not for a couple of hours or so,” he hedged, his eyes suddenly darkening. “Until then, will you join me in my bed?”

      Arabella blinked. Her husband rarely asked her to join him in his bed. When he was of a mind for conjugal relations, he usually came to her bedchamber, and did so well after dark. “I will,” she replied with a nod, making sure she arched an approving eyebrow. She regarded him for another moment, wondering what he had in mind. “Except it’s my lady’s maid’s day off, and she hasn’t yet returned from the village. I don’t expect her back until six o’clock.”

      His frown deepening, he gave a shake of his head. “I don’t wish to bed your lady’s maid.”

      Angling her head while managing an expression of contrition, she whispered, “Are you prepared to play lady’s maid in her place? You’ll need to undo the buttons on my gown.” She turned around, her chin ending up on one shoulder as she presented her back to him.

      “I think I can manage a few buttons,” he claimed as he moved to stand behind her. The earl undid the first fastening, his large fingers struggling with the jet button. “Forgive me,” he whispered before grasping the edges of the fabric in both hands and simply ripping it apart.

      Arabella allowed a slight gasp of shock as the black buttons scattered over the Aubusson carpeting, dancing about until they came to rest on the master bedchamber and dressing room floors. She hadn’t even managed to face the earl before he had the tapes of her petticoats torn apart. In the next moment, he had her in his arms and in the next, she was on his bed, left wearing only her corset and stockings.

      Her breasts swelling in anticipation, Arabella tugged at the top of the fabric cups of her corset. She knew Maxwell found the action erotic, for he always paused to watch as she barely allowed her suddenly engorged nipples to escape the confines of the lawn fabric. When she moved her hands to the ties of his robe, he suddenly stilled them with his own, gripping her wrists in one large hand.

      “Not yet,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. He allowed his gaze to travel over his wife’s corseted body, his attention settling on one exposed breast just as the afternoon sun suddenly bathed her entire body in a golden glow.

      “Now?” she whispered, her breaths coming in short gasps. At one time, she cursed her body for its wicked reaction to his attentions. Now, she merely accepted the pleasures whilst imagining someone else providing them.

      The earl shook his head, his lips suddenly descending onto the breast. Knowing he would expect a reaction, she lifted her chest just a bit and raked her fingertips into his unruly hair. Her purrs had him groaning as he moved his attentions to the other breast. She wasn’t even aware of him spreading open his robe until he was suddenly inside her, filling her over and over again, his crisp, graying curls tickling her nipples whilst his tongue and teeth nibbled on an earlobe.

      Maxwell’s body might have been a bit large and his manner at times brusque and unforgiving, but Arabella had long ago learned he wanted her for more than just a mother for his heir. He had confessed his desires on many a dark night—at least he had after she had given birth to a daughter.

      She often wondered if he suspected she had already given her heart to another. Her heart and her maidenhood. If so, Maxwell never asked her who might have ruined her. Never accused her of infidelity. Never put voice to doubt about the parentage of the girl who was now on her afternoon ride. Who was proving to be just as contrary as Arabella could be when stubbornness overruled good sense.

      The earl allowed Arabella the occasional bouts of contrary behavior, but he was also quick to anger should she test his patience. Arabella simply learned when he was about to reach his limit and relented, usually throwing herself into his arms and begging forgiveness. The move would leave him momentarily confused, but distracted enough that his anger rarely disrupted the household.

      Later, he would visit her in her bedchamber. Arabella never knew if he did do so to worship her body or to pretend to punish her for her insolence.

      He had another child on her two years later. Their son, John, was away at Eton and would attend university in another year.

      As for Isabella, a Season in London was on the horizon, although Arabella often wondered if there was a gentleman of the ton who could abide the girl’s obsession with horses, one that might exceed his own.

      Her attention was suddenly back on her husband, for when his entire body lifted from hers, he went rigid. She thought at first he was on the verge of his release, but his eyes were dark as they regarded her.

      “What is it?” she asked in a hoarse whisper. “Why did you stop?”

      Despite her attempts to hold onto him, Maxwell pulled his body from hers. “Who were you thinking about just then?” he asked, his voice gruff with menace.

      Arabella blinked. “Why, you, of course,” she whispered as one thumb flicked over his chest, barely grazing a nipple. Usually the move brought at least a hiss or a grunt of satisfaction from him, but not this time.

      She glanced around, wondering what had captured his attention. Why he might have thought she had been distracted.

      Leaving the bed in a motion that belied his size, he wrapped his robe about his body and held it with one hand before stalking off. He had the bedchamber door open before Arabella realized what was happening. “Don’t go,” she called out. “Craythorne!”

      Arabella managed to scramble off the tall mattress and was about to round the end of the four-poster bed when she stepped on one of the jet buttons that lay scattered about the carpet. Her stockinged foot slid sideways before she could gain her balance, sending her flailing to the floor.

      When her head hit the maple footboard, the hollow sound had Craythorne turning around to find her on her back, her head twisted awkwardly to one side and her body lifeless.

      A moment later, he was on his knees, begging her to wake up and shouting curses at the top of his lungs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            A TWIN BROTHER’S SECRET

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Kensington Gardens

      The scent of roses had Clarinda Ann Brotherton closing her eyes and inhaling deeply, her expression one of pure bliss. Daniel Fitzwilliam adored seeing it, so he made sure she had occasion to display it every time she was in his company.

      Even if it was for only ten or fifteen minutes at a time.

      “They are your favorite, aren’t they?” he murmured as he regarded the pink roses. Given the time of the year, there weren’t too many in full bloom, but there were enough for Lady Clarinda. He had seen to the delivery of a dozen of them to Stockton House the day before. The Mayfair home of her father, the Earl of Heath, was also where Lady Clarinda still resided.

      “Oh, indeed. Thank you for meeting me here again, Mr. Fitzwilliam,” she said, her head angling so she could see if her lady’s maid was watching them. Sometimes Missy grew bored and simply stopped watching the couple as they strolled through the gardens.

      “I look forward to the days when I can do it every day,” he replied, following her gaze to find her lady’s maid intrigued by a garden of red tulips. Taking advantage of the opportunity, Daniel leaned in and captured Clarinda’s lips in a quick kiss. “And that as well,” he whispered, referring to the kiss.

      “As do I,” she countered with a grin. A slight dimple appeared in one cheek just as it bloomed with color.

      “Will you marry me then?” Daniel asked as he reached into a waistcoat pocket and pulled out a ring.

      Clarinda rolled her eyes, and her smile widened. “Yes, of course I will,” she answered. Other than marrying in June, they hadn’t discussed their impending nuptials at length, his proposal was expected. She was betrothed to the Earl of Norwick, after all, and had been since she was fourteen. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed as she watched him slide the gold band on her finger. Three bright blue sapphires glittered in the morning light.

      Daniel had thought topaz a better choice given her aquamarine eyes, but Mr. Bridge had assured him sapphires were more valuable. Although the ring had cost him more than six months of his Norwick earldom allowance, he knew the expense would be worth it just to see her reaction.

      “Will you wear it every day?” he asked.

      Clarinda finally tore her gaze from the ring and nodded. “Of course. But what shall I say when people ask when we’ll marry?” she queried. According to the contract her father and the late Earl of Norwick had signed eight years ago, she was to be married to the Norwick heir apparent by the time she was two-and-twenty. That birthday had already passed.

      “Will June give you enough time to make arrangements?” Daniel wondered. “I don’t want to rush you, but...”

      “June would be perfect,” she interrupted. “Father will be so pleased to hear you’ve finally proposed. I’m so pleased,” she admitted with another grin. She suddenly sobered. “You do remember there are some other provisions that need to be met?”

      Daniel winced, realizing she was referring to the businesses his brother, David, the current Earl of Norwick, still owned. Businesses that were inappropriate holdings for a man in his position. “I don’t own either one of them,” he said with a nod.

      Clarinda’s brows furrowed until a fold of skin appeared between them. Daniel was tempted to press a forefinger against it, a move he knew she wouldn’t like one whit, even though she had done it to his knitted brow on more than one occasion. “I wonder why father made mention of them just yesterday then,” she murmured. “Oh!” she added as she placed a hand over her mouth. “I wasn’t supposed to hear his comment, of course, given he was speaking of a men’s club and a... a brothel.” This last was said in a whisper, as if she wasn’t supposed to know of such a business.

      Shrugging, Daniel finally had to mention his brother. “David owns those businesses. Not me.”

      Her face brightening, Clarinda nodded. “I’ve forgotten you have a brother. A twin, is he not?”

      “That’s right,” Daniel acknowledged, hoping beyond hope she didn’t remember that it was David to whom she had been betrothed. A betrothal that stipulated David would divest himself of his unsavory businesses and marry Clarinda no later than her twenty-second birthday. Now that she was several weeks past turning two-and-twenty, Daniel was sure the contract for her marriage to David was null and void, which meant she could marry anyone.

      Why not him?

      He had felt affection for her since the first time he laid eyes on her. They had met in Hyde Park whilst she and her chaperone rode horses in the afternoons. They danced together at balls and soirées, sat next to one another at Lady Worthington’s annual musicales, and rode horses during the fashionable hour in Rotten Row. Noting how David barely gave her a second glance when he attended the same entertainments, Daniel had decided Clarinda would be his wife.

      About to kiss her again, Daniel allowed a sigh of disappointment when he realized the lady’s maid was regarding him with a rather sour expression. “I fear our time is up,” he murmured. “Will I see you here again?”

      Clarinda allowed a smile. “Of course.” And then, in defiance of her lady’s maid’s presence, she lifted herself on tiptoes and kissed Daniel on his cheek. “Until then.”

      Daniel gave her a bow and kissed the back of her hand before she hurried off, a sense of relief settling over him.

      Now that she had accepted his proposal, the two of them could marry in June and all would be well.

      Well, eventually.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            BREAKFAST INTERRUPTED

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, in Westminster, London, England

      Octavius, Duke of Huntington, gave the footman a withering stare. “What is it?” he asked, obviously annoyed at being interrupted during his breakfast. Despite not having had more than two glasses of scotch the night before, a headache pounded at the front of his brain, and his mouth felt as if it were filled with cotton.

      “A courier just delivered this for you, Your Grace,” the footman said as he placed a sealed note on the edge of the table next to the duke’s plate. “He said he is to wait for a reply,” the footman added before straightening and standing at attention.

      Annoyed, Octavius was about to make some comment about how long the courier might have to wait when he decided instead to simply read the missive and deal with it as quickly as possible.

      Lifting the new note between his thumb and forefinger, he flipped it over to find a puddle of dark red wax impressed with a seal. Norwick? he guessed as he quickly lifted the corner and unfolded the paper.

      Jesus! What could be so damned important on a Saturday morning as to require a courier?

      He glanced at his chronometer, making sure it was still early morning and not the middle of the afternoon. Time had a way of slipping away from him these days, especially when he spent far too much time thinking. He didn’t mind thinking so much during sessions of Parliament, but losing entire hours to his thoughts on days he could be out riding, or at Brooks’s enjoying a game of hazard, or playing billiards with Lord Devonville, was simply unacceptable.

      It hadn’t been like this back when he had a wife, of course. A woman he had married because he felt affection for her—he had since they were young children—and whose absence due to death had him mourning far longer than most widowers.

      The tiny child she gave birth to only moments before she died joined her in death—and in her casket. He couldn’t bear to separate the two. My heir, he thought for at least the thousandth time since that awful day he was stripped of everything he held near and dear. Everything that mattered.

      Well, everything except his dukedom.

      Octavius swallowed suddenly, realizing it would be unseemly to weep in front of his footman. God knew he had done quite enough of it in the privacy of his bedchamber since that awful night.

      His eyes focused on the messy script in the missive he held, and he began to read.

      Hunt, I apologize for the ungodly hour, but your presence is requested at The Elegant Courtesan at your earliest convenience. Seems there’s been a murder. I am in need of your counsel. Norwick.

      Octavius blinked. And blinked again.

      Christ! A murder?

      The duke had a passing thought that the crime might have occurred at the upscale brothel David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, still owned in a tony section of Westminster, but the words ‘seems there’s been a murder’ suggested the offense happened elsewhere. He reread the words twice before turning his attention to the footman.

      “Tell the courier I will be there in an hour,” he growled, pushing away from the table. Truth be told, he could be there in under thirty minutes if his groom could saddle his horse in ten. He was already dressed for a ride—he had planned to enjoy a ride in Hyde Park and possibly go as far as Chiswick before his luncheon. “And have the groom saddle my horse.” At least he would get some exercise, although not for enjoyment, it seemed.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” the footman said, giving a bow before hurrying off toward the vestibule.

      Fifteen minutes later, Octavius Whitney, Duke of Huntington, was on his way to The Elegant Courtesan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            A WOMAN PURSUED

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Worthington House in Mayfair

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me. I know it’s far too early to be paying a call,” Clarinda Brotherton said as she made her way to a chair in Lady Worthington’s private salon.

      The older woman, obviously abed when Clarinda arrived, wore a deep red satin dressing gown over her rather elaborate night rail. Her blonde hair, still free of the grays of age, was brushed out and secured in a ribbon beneath her left ear, the style making her look years younger than her five-and-thirty years. “I’ve been awake for hours,” Adele Slater Worthington claimed as she leaned over and poured a cup of tea for her visitor. She didn’t add that she was awake because she had entertained her late husband’s brother until five o’clock that morning.

      Stephen Worthington’s attentions had been a welcome respite from the confines of mourning, his discreet visits to Worthington House timed so that no one knew of their affaire. That he was a better lover than Samuel only enhanced his standing. As for how long their affaire would last, she found she didn’t much care. She was quite sure the man was only paying her visits because Samuel had asked him to look after her should anything happen to him.

      Such as death.

      “Counting the days until I don’t have to wear black or lavender any longer,” she murmured.

      Clarinda winced, a bit chagrined she hadn’t considered Adele’s situation when she decided to come for advice. “How are you, really?” she asked as she leaned forward to take the cup and saucer.

      Adele gave a shrug. “Better than I could be, truth be told. And looking forward to life as an independent woman,” the older woman added. “I’ve a house, a town coach and four beautiful horses, and a fortune to spend as I see fit. What more could I want?”

      Clarinda dipped her head. “A man who loves you?” she ventured with an arched brow.

      Blinking, Adele straightened on the settee and regarded her visitor for a moment. Ah, the innocence of youth, she almost said. “I take it Norwick has finally formally proposed?”

      Nodding, Clarinda said, “He has. And my parlor is filled with pink roses.” She pulled off her gloves and held out a hand. A ring of gold topped with three sapphires decorated her fourth finger.

      Adele’s eyes widened. “Finally,” she breathed. “Where did he propose?” Rumors had persisted for years that David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, would make Lady Clarinda his wife, and not just because they had been betrothed since she was fourteen. Reports in The Tattler had the two meeting in secret in every square of the capital as well as having dinner together at Rules Restaurant. Sightings in Hyde Park along the Serpentine had also been reported.

      “Kensington Gardens. He meets me there every other day for ten minutes,” she whispered. “And he always manages a kiss or two before my lady’s maid appears.” She suddenly angled her head. “I wonder if he bribes her to stay back and give us a few minutes alone?” she murmured with a hint of concern.

      Grinning, Adele allowed a sigh and decided not to address that particular comment. It had worked for other gentlemen who had little time to court the women they intended to marry.

      Or ruin.

      “Have you set a date?”

      “Late June, although we haven’t yet discussed a wedding trip,” Clarinda replied, her brows suddenly furrowing.

      “What is it?” Adele wondered, leaning forward to pour more tea.

      “I can’t help but think I’m being courted by two entirely different men,” Clarinda whispered. “Do I sound utterly ridiculous for saying such a thing?”

      Adele blinked. Then she inhaled sharply when she remembered there were two Fitzwilliams. “Are you quite sure you’re being courted by Norwick and not by his twin brother?“ she asked. She was tempted to add some brandy to her tea, if for no other reason than she would have to get some sleep once Clarinda took her leave. Given Stephen’s frequent visits, she wasn’t sleeping much at nights, and she planned to secretly attend the theatre later that night. If she sat in the back of her box, no one would notice her presence.

      Clarinda frowned. “Which one is the earl?” she asked in a whisper.

      Adele’s brows lifted before a grin spilt her face. “David is the earl. Daniel—I think that’s his name—he’s the spare heir,” she explained. “Although I don’t think I’ve ever met him. I’ve probably seen him a dozen times and thought he was his brother,” she added, her brows suddenly furrowing.

      Apparently Clarinda hadn’t seen the two men side-by-side. Adele had just the one time, although it was from across a crowded ballroom. With both men dressed in black evening attire as they had been, with their hair parted and combed exactly the same, it was impossible to tell the two apart.

      “So, it is possible they’re both courting me?” Clarinda hedged, a look of worry making her appear older than her two-and-twenty years. “Oh, but that cannot be. How can two men look so much alike that I wouldn’t be able to tell them apart?”

      “Because they’re identical twins?” Adele responded with an arched brow. “But what does it matter? You’re betrothed to the earl. Why would the other twin even bother to court you?”

      Clarinda gave a sigh of relief. “Exactly. I knew you would have the answer,” she said with a wan smile. “I was about to ask my godfather, but I really don’t wish to bother Torrington with such a query. I’m his oldest goddaughter, and I shouldn’t wish to seem... addle-brained.”

      Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, was her godfather and knew everyone in the ton, especially his one-and-twenty goddaughters and over a dozen godsons. That David Fitzwilliam wasn’t among their company was only because the man had been born only a few years after Torrington.

      Adele bobbed her head back and forth a moment before she remembered Clarinda’s earlier words. I can’t help but think I’m being courted by two different men. “So tell me, what made you think you were being courted by two different men?” she asked suddenly.

      Her shoulders slumping, Clarinda wondered how to respond. “Some days, Mr. Fitzwilliam bestows the most wonderful kisses on me while other days he doesn’t even attempt to show affection. Some days, he comes with pink roses, and other days, it’s as if he doesn’t know they’re my favorite flower. Some days...” She paused, as if she didn’t want to mention the next bit of information. “He seems old and cranky, while most days, he seems like the youngest, most darling man on the entire planet. Pray tell, how can that be?”

      Having been married for over ten years, Adele could certainly agree that men were unpredictable, but explaining it to a woman who was thirteen years her junior and probably still a virgin would be difficult. “Men are fickle,” she stated finally, hoping she wouldn’t have to provide examples of just how fickle her late husband could be.

      “More so than us?” Clarinda asked, incredulous.

      Adele allowed a giggle, the musical sound filling the salon. “Oh, far more than us,” she replied happily. She regarded the daughter of the Earl of Heath for a moment before adding, “Follow your mother’s example, and employ a bit of patience,” she suggested in a low voice. The Countess of Heath certainly had to have patience with the Earl of Heath. Albert Brotherton had been the worst sort of rake during his university days. Once he turned six-and-twenty, though, he settled down and finally married the woman to whom he had been betrothed since he was a child. “And all will be well.”

      Clarinda considered Adele’s words for a time before finally allowing a nod. “Would it be acceptable to admit I love him?” she asked in a whisper.

      Sighing, Adele angled her head to one side. “Give it a few months,” she replied carefully. “Then, when you’re sure of your heart, you can tell him anything you want. Just be sure to do so after he’s pleasured you to within an inch of your life,” she added with an arched eyebrow.

      Clarinda blinked several times before finally allowing a nod, her face having turned bright pink at hearing Adele’s words. “And, if by then, I’ve decided I don’t love him?” she asked carefully.

      Adele sighed. “Then let us hope he’s gotten a child on you. Then you will have someone to love for the rest of your life.” Not that she knew this first-hand. Samuel Worthington had never gotten a child on her, but then, he hadn’t bedded her with the kind of fervor his brother employed in the bedchamber. Good thing Stephen uses French letters, she thought just then, for if she found herself with child, she didn’t know what she would do.

      Moving to get up, Clarinda held out a hand to keep Adele from rising from hers. “I’ll let myself out. You get some sleep, and perhaps I’ll see you at the theatre tonight,” she suggested with an arched brow. “In the back of your box. Wearing all black.”

      Rolling her eyes, Adele gave a nod. “You know me too well,” she said with an impish grin.

      She watched as the younger woman took her leave of the salon, secretly jealous of Clarinda’s younger age and situation.

      Time and the opportunity to be a mother had already passed her by, she was sure. But a life of independence—the life of a Merry Widow—might be an acceptable alternative. Nights with Stephen were certainly suggesting that was the case.

      Adele took her leave of her salon—brandy in hand—and headed back to bed.
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      Back in Westminster

      Holding onto Poseidon’s reins with one gloved hand, the Duke of Huntington regarded the front door of The Elegant Courtesan. He wondered at the news that awaited him behind the white stone Palladian mansion. Having barely dismounted before a liveried stableboy ran up to take the Turk, he found he couldn’t give Poseidon the small apple he had in his pocket.

      “Good morning, Yer Grace,” the boy said with a bow.

      Octavius frowned before he tossed the boy a coin, wondering how the boy knew he was a duke. His horse didn’t sport any silks bearing his ducal colors, and he hadn’t patronized the exclusive palace of pleasure for nearly five years.

      The duke wondered how much longer David Fitzwilliam would continue to operate the business. It was rather unseemly for an earl to even be engaged in trade—especially that of a brothel—although Octavius knew the man’s twin brother, Daniel, saw to the books and the business side of the brothel whilst David did whatever it was he did as the owner.

      “Morning,” he answered, deciding not to take out his growing dislike of the day on the young stableboy. At least his headache had subsided. Poseidon had been most accommodating in getting him to The Elegant Courtesan in near-record time.

      He walked up to stand on the top step between two Corinthian columns, thinking a butler would open the door before he would be forced to use the brass knocker. After a few seconds, he dared a quick glance around and simply used the handle to open the door.

      Half-expecting to find several scantily clad females wandering about, he instead found himself regarding two fully-dressed young ladies, arm-in-arm, walking toward him. They looked as if they had been raised in the homes of gentlemen, their gowns and pelisses of the highest quality, and their bonnets quite fashionable.

      “Ladies,” he said with a nod, removing his beaver as he stepped aside.

      “Your Grace,” they said in unison as they each dipped a perfect curtsy. The two moved beyond him and took their leave of the house.

      Octavius angled his head to one side and almost wondered if he had the wrong address. His arrival was obviously expected at the brothel, though, if both the stableboy and the two women who had just taken their leave knew he was a duke.

      Glancing off to the side, he spotted the ornate hotel-like counter at which guests checked into The Elegant Courtesan. A young woman regarded him with an arched eyebrow.

      “May I be of assistance, Your Grace?” she asked, her manner of speech suggesting that she, too, had been raised in a proper English home.

      Perhaps she had.

      “Is …” He started to say, “Norwick”, but changed his mind. “The proprietor available?” He had heard rumors the earl would be divesting himself of his brothel and a gaming hell down the street in anticipation of his marriage to Clarinda Anne Brotherton. For the five years since David Fitzwilliam had inherited the Norwick earldom, it was expected he would sell the businesses because it was unseemly for him to hold such properties, even if said properties did a great deal to line his already rich pockets. And, according to the rumors circulating at Brooks’s, the man no longer enjoyed any of the entertainments offered at his establishments. His involvement in both the brothel and the gaming hell were entirely professional.

      The young woman behind the counter nodded. “I’ve informed Lord Norwick of your arrival. Would you like a brandy? Or a glass of whisky whilst you wait?”

      Although he was sorely tempted to accept the offer of a whisky—he was fairly sure it was from Devonville’s distillery just north of the border—he had a feeling he would need all his faculties for whatever awaited him. “No, but I do appreciate the offer.”

      When the woman merely nodded but made no move to leave her station, Octavius was about to ask that she fetch the earl when he realized she had probably already summoned him with a flick of her wrist beneath the counter. A series of wires were evident on the wall behind her, each one connected to a different room in the house. The things you forget, Octavius thought with a shake of his head.

      This wasn’t his first visit to the high-end brothel, of course. As a younger man, he had taken a great interest in spending time with one of its courtesans, a raven-haired woman named Ava who was especially beautiful and ever so patient while she taught him how to pleasure her. You’ll never keep your wife happy if you don’t please her in bed, she was fond of saying, as if her sole purpose in life was to see to his future wife’s pleasure.

      And she had. Although far too nervous at first, Octavius’ late wife had finally taken a modest liking to the marriage bed, although she would never admit such a thing. At times, he refused to allow her to leave his bedchamber in the hopes he might be favored with yet another tumble before the dawn lightened the skies. Sometimes Jane even allowed it, although she did so grudgingly.

      He had to push the memory aside lest he lose himself in his thoughts again. His memories of the brothel came unbidden, though.

      The Elegant Courtesan.

      Expensive, exclusive, and ever so satisfying, his nights at the Courtesan had proved as educational as they were pleasurable. The resident courtesans were each employed for a different reason, a different proclivity. His choice of Ava hadn’t been because he sought to improve his lovemaking skills but merely because he desired a beautiful woman with whom to enjoy a tumble until it was time he take his childhood friend as his wife.

      At the time, he thought Ava’s instructions misplaced. He was a good enough bedmate, he always thought—and he was paying a pretty pence for the privilege of having her exclusively for those weekly appointments—but after his visits increased in frequency, he found her requests to please her more challenging, more of a game he found he wanted to win every time they played. And then, one night, he arrived for his regular visit only to discover she was no longer in residence.

      Married? he had repeated when the madame whispered the reason he would no longer be able to spend the night with Ava.

      She left our employ a few days ago, the woman had said with a wan smile, her expression managing to display just how much she regretted having to disappoint the duke.

      I do hope she married well, he remembered saying, deciding he couldn’t feel too terribly upset about the loss of his favorite harlot. His only harlot.

      A baronet, the woman had replied with a shrug. I do hope you’ll afford her all the courtesies should you come upon her at a ton event, she added in a whisper.

      Octavius blinked at that, wondering what the madame expected he might do should he come across Ava at a ball or soirée. Did she think he would give Ava the cut direct?

      Or course he would not!

      He had never seen Ava again, though, which suggested the baronet had her sequestered in his country estate or in a hunting lodge, probably concerned her former clients would seek her out if he kept her anywhere near London.

      Well, life as a baronet’s wife had to be more respectable, he supposed.

      The loss of a regular tumble, as well as turning eight-and-twenty, had him proposing to the woman who would be his wife only a week later. He had married her a few months after that.

      Two years later, he buried her.

      Silently chastising himself for once again becoming lost in his thoughts, Octavius sighed and wondered again about his reason for being at The Elegant Courtesan on a Saturday morning at almost ten o’ clock.

      “Huntington. Good of you to come so quickly,” David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, said as he entered the large vestibule from a wide hallway.

      Despite having been a regular customer for over two years, Octavius had never paid witness to the earl actually being on the premises before. The duke regarded the proprietor of The Elegant Courtesan with a nod. “You look like hell,” he murmured.

      David Norwick was usually well-dressed, well-groomed, and possessed of a confident air that served him well at the gaming tables at Brooks’s as well as in Parliament. Although his manner of dress was appropriate, he looked a bit rumpled, and his face appeared rather haggard.

      “I feel like it,” David replied, not the least bit offended by the duke’s remark. “I need you to meet someone, Your Grace,” he added as he turned and led the duke down the hallway from which he had come.

      “Is business always this slow on a Saturday morning?” Octavius wondered as he glanced around, not seeing any evidence of the resident courtesans or their clients.

      “It is,” David replied as he stopped in front of one of the last doors lining the hallway. Unlike the others along the Turkish carpeted corridor, there wasn’t a painting of a doxy hanging above the door. Octavius surreptitiously glanced toward Ava’s old room, knowing the painting of her had long ago been replaced with that of another woman, this one sporting blonde hair and not much else. A quick second glance had him realizing he had passed the young woman when he had first arrived.

      How different women looked when they were fully dressed!

      “We’re closed until eight o’clock in the evening,” David explained with an arched eyebrow. “Which gives us some time to sort this situation.” He knocked twice on the door before letting himself into the room.

      As with all the bedchambers in The Elegant Courtesan, the room featured a large bed, a floor covered with Aubusson carpeting, heavy drapes that blocked any light from the room’s only window, and decor specific to whomever called the room their own. Noting the lack of accoutrements in this one, Octavius thought at first it was empty. But in the dim light of a lamp set on the bedchamber’s only nightstand, he spied a young woman as she quickly stood up from the bed. Her riding habit suggested she had been riding just that morning, and at a great deal of speed. In the low light of the room, the velvet fabric appeared discolored, and most of her hair had escaped its pins and now fell in long, curly locks about her shoulders.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you, my lady,” David said with a bow.

      My lady? Octavius had to resist the urge to admonish the earl until he heard the young woman’s response.

      “You did not, my lord,” she said before she curtsied. “I was afraid I might fall asleep, is all.”

      David reached over and turned up the gas on a lamp near the door. The room brightened to reveal the object of his attention.

      “Octavius, Duke of Huntington, this is Lady Isabella,” David said quietly. He turned his attention to the young woman. “He’ll know what to do.”

      Dipping a curtsy to the duke’s nod, Isabella murmured, “How do you do, Your Grace?”

      What the hell? Octavius was about to say before he realized he had to keep his head about him. He was a duke now, even if he had only been one for a couple of years. It wouldn’t be seemly to go about cursing in front of a gently bred young woman. He had barely finished that thought when he wondered why a gently bred woman would be in The Elegant Courtesan.

      And then he remembered Norwick’s missive.

      It seems there’s been a murder.

      “Lady Isabella,” he said with a nod, trying with all his might to remember if he had ever met her before. She still looked as if she should be in the schoolroom!

      “Tolson,” she offered, when she realized he was attempting to sort the rest of her name.

      With a surname of Tolson, she might have been related to Maxwell Tolson, Earl of Craythorne. “What’s this about?” Octavius asked as he moved closer to where she stood.

      ‘Stood’ might be giving her too much credit, he realized when he noticed how she seemed to require the support of the bed in order to remain upright.

      He glanced around, deciding they should hold their conversation in the comfort of upholstered chairs. There were two near the fireplace, where a small fire provided heat and a bit more light.

      “Come. Sit down before you fall down,” he said as he indicated the wing chairs, noting how she seemed to be shivering despite the otherwise warm room.

      Isabella quickly moved to one of the chairs, gripping the pull strings of her rather worn reticule between her gloved hands. She seemed to hesitate before sitting down, as if she feared her dirty riding habit would ruin the furniture. Meanwhile, Octavius glanced over at David, hoping the earl would provide a bit of context.

      “I’ll be in my office,” David said before taking a step back and closing the door behind him.

      Rather surprised at the earl’s sudden departure—there was no lady’s maid nor an older woman to act as a chaperone—Octavius once again turned his attention to the young woman. Although her riding habit was obviously of good quality—the cut and fabric suggested she was from a family with money—it now reeked of horse, and what he had first thought was discolored fabric was instead a good deal of nearly-dried mud splatters. What little he could see of her riding boots suggested they had suffered the same fate.

      By continuing to stand, he realized the poor girl was probably as frightened of him as she seemed to be of whatever had her seeking refuge at the brothel. Octavius quickly took the other chair. Stunned by its comfortable upholstery, he thought to just sit a moment and think of what he should ask first.

      Certainly something about why an aristocrat’s daughter would come to a brothel. And he was about to ask just that when he discovered he didn’t have to say a thing.

      “I watched as my father killed my mother,” Isabella said suddenly, as if she could read his thoughts.

      Octavius blinked and nearly opened his mouth in shock. “When?” was all he could think to ask just then. Not ‘who?’ or ‘how?’ or ‘where?’ Any of those queries were probably the more logical questions with which to start such an inquiry.

      Isabella glanced about the bedchamber, as if she were in search of something. “What time is it?” she countered. “Is it still … Saturday? Still morning?”

      Rather alarmed at her response, Octavius pulled his chronometer from his waistcoat pocket. “It’s nearly ten-thirty in the morning. And, yes, it is still Saturday,” he replied carefully.

      “Then, just yesterday. About four … four-thirty in the afternoon,” Isabella said as her body rocked a bit in the chair.

      The duke frowned, wondering too many things all at once. “Who is your father?” he asked before he shook his head. Tolson, she had said.

      “The Earl of Craythorne,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out.

      Octavius did his best not to hiss. Craythorne had married one of the Brotherton females. Isabella’s mother was probably a sister or aunt to Norwick’s future wife, Lady Clarinda.

      I suppose that explains why she’s come to Norwick, Octavius figured. “Tell me everything. From the beginning,” he ordered.

      Isabella stopped rocking, well aware of the duke’s sudden impatience. “My mother is … was Lady Arabella. Lady Craythorne,” she added with too much emphasis on the ‘was’.

      Jesus! The Duke of Craythorne killed his wife?

      Octavius inhaled sharply, but realized his expression must have startled the poor girl. “Go on,” he murmured as he considered the character in her tale.

      Arabella Brotherton.

      That would be the sister of Albert Brotherton, Earl of Heath, he realized. Before he could think more on the victim’s relatives, he realized he needed to concentrate on Isabella’s story. For the first time that day, his inner thoughts weren’t of his own tragic life, but of hers.

      “I was about to go for a ride, but I realized I had forgotten my gloves, so I returned to Craythorne Castle intending to go to my bedchamber,” Isabella explained. She gestured at her habit, wincing at the splatter patterns of dried dirt. “The stableboy took my horse, and I went into the house through the back door nearest the stables. I heard my father’s voice—he was... yelling. Shouting. Quite loudly. My only thought—two thoughts, actually,” she quickly amended, “Were ‘what had him so angry?’ and ‘where were the servants?’ There were none about the halls. It’s as if they had all taken a holiday or... or fled the house. I followed the sound of my father’s voice until I found him in his bedchamber, his hands …” She stopped, her eyes suddenly closing as tears escaped.

      “His hands?” Octavius prodded, rather enthralled by the young woman’s tale.

      “They were around my mother’s neck, and he was yelling. Something about her disobedience. Her strong will,” she whispered. Isabella’s body once again rocked in the chair. “Her eyes were … white, her lips were blue. She was on the floor, and he knelt over her as if he was proud of what he had done,” she managed to get out before a sob interrupted her words. “He has always had a temper,” she whispered, her head shaking from side to side. “But I truly believed he felt affection for her.”

      Having heard the evidence of the Duke of Craythorne’s temper whilst in sessions of Parliament, Octavius knew he could believe the girl’s claim. “Go on,” he said quietly, suddenly wondering as to the timeline of the incident.

      Yesterday. Four o’clock in the afternoon.

      Why had it taken so long for her to report the murder?

      “I suppose he must have heard me,” Isabella said in a quiet voice. “I must have made some sort of sound, for he suddenly looked up and saw me. The bedchamber door was open, you see, despite the fact that he was wearing his dressing gown.” She didn’t mention that her mother wore only her corset and stockings. “I was sure I would be next,” she claimed in a hoarse whisper. She lifted her eyes to find the duke staring at her. “I ran back downstairs. I grabbed my reticule off a peg where I had left it the day before. I knew I would need money, I suppose... my gloves…” The images were replaying themselves in her mind’s eye, now far more clearly than they had seemed the afternoon before, as if she knew she would need to tell of them to someone. “My horse was still saddled, of course. I didn’t even need the mounting block. I simply ran and jumped up onto him, and we were off before my father had made it out of the house.”

      The duke regarded the young woman for a moment before allowing a nod. “And you rode to … to where?” he asked gently, his attention moving to her hands. Long fingers, ending in perfect oval fingernails, clutched her riding gloves and reticule as they rested in her lap. Both hands seemed to vibrate, though.

      They shook as they rested on her thighs.

      She was either freezing, or she was terrorized. Before he quite knew what he was doing, Octavius reached out and took the hand nearest him. Rather relieved she didn’t wince or otherwise pull her hand from his, he regarded her with an arched eyebrow.

      Where had she been before she made it to The Elegant Courtesan?

      Isabella blinked. “I rode to... to here,” she said with a wave of her other hand.

      Octavius was about to ask why it had taken so long when it dawned on him that he didn’t know where the murder took place. “From where did you ride?” he wondered.

      “Craythorne Castle, of course,” she replied simply.

      The duke leaned forward, a look of disbelief settling on his features. Craythorne Castle was somewhere near Basingstoke! “That’s … that’s over forty... almost fifty miles away,” he countered with a shake of his head.

      “I know,” Isabella replied with a nod. “My poor horse...” Her tears began anew. “I think I may have... he may have almost died. But he got me all the way here, and then he nearly collapsed when the stableboy came for him.”

      Shaking his head, Octavius was about to ask what kind of horse could have survived such an ordeal when he remembered that Craythorne was rather proud of his stables. The duke raced horses. Bred for endurance, there were several Arabians and probably a Thoroughbred or two that could have made such a trip. Why, Poseidon could make the fifty-mile trip to his country estate, Huntinghurst, in five hours.

      “Hancock was a race horse, you see, bred for the steeple chases,” Isabella offered, a sob interrupting her words. “But he’s well past his prime.”

      Octavius continued to frown. Could the young woman read his mind?

      He gave his head a quick shake. Could she really have made it nearly fifty miles? In... he considered how much time had passed since she had left Craythorne Castle. Fifteen hours?

      Yes, of course it was possible. But in the dark?

      Octavius decided there were far more important things to consider, however.

      Such as Craythorne.

      “Did he follow you? Your father, I mean?”

      Isabella gave a look of fright. “I … I don’t know. I couldn’t hear anything after I rode away.”

      “Did you … hide?”

      The young woman seemed surprised by the question. “Of course. Somewhat. We followed the path through the trees until it was too dark to see, and then we managed to …”

      “We?” the duke repeated.

      “The horse and I,” Isabella clarified. “Hancock is very good in rough terrain, but we had to get onto the main road at Hook so I could see by the light of the moon.”

      Octavius blinked and shook his head. “It’s a wonder you weren’t set upon by a … a highwayman.” He could think of other hazards, like wild animals, or the weather, or holes in the road in which a horse might trip and end up lame, but no need to make it sound any worse than it already had to have been for the poor girl.

      “We were quick to ride off to the side of the road if anyone was coming our way,” she countered defensively, as if she had realized he would grill her about every aspect of her story.

      Rather impressed by the courage the young woman had shown in getting away from her father, Octavius realized there were still more questions that needed answering.

      “Why come here?” he asked then. Christ! She had ridden straight to a brothel!

      Isabella stared at the duke for a long time before tears again dripped from her cheeks. “Mother always said that should anything happen, I was to find David Fitzwilliam.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a white pasteboard calling card. The printing faded and the edges quite dog-eared, the card clearly showed the words, “David Fitzwilliam,” in bold, black lettering along with some other information. She held it out in his direction. “She gave this to me several years ago.”

      Octavius furrowed his brows before remembering Norwick—or was it his twin brother, Daniel?—was betrothed to Lady Craythorne’s relative, Clarinda Anne Brotherton. “Lord Norwick?” he repeated, just to be sure he understood.

      “Yes, I suppose. When I reached the outskirts of London this morning, I asked at a coaching inn and was given instructions that got me here.” She paused a moment. “Just … what is this place?” she wondered. “Is this a hotel, perhaps?”

      Rolling his eyes, the duke could only imagine the misplaced humor the person at the coaching inn must have felt at giving the young woman instructions on how to get to a high-end brothel. If he ever learned the identity of the party responsible, he had half a mind to have them arrested and thrown into Newgate for their poor decision. “My lady, you are at The Elegant Courtesan, a rather upscale brothel, but a brothel none-the-less,” Octavius explained with an arched brow.

      Isabella blinked before allowing a nod. “Then, I am in the right place, at least.”

      It was the duke’s turn to blink. “What did you say?”

      The earl’s daughter allowed a shrug. “My mother said Lord Norwick owned an establishment for courtesans. What better place to hide a gently-bred woman than a brothel?” she asked rhetorically. “She said he could provide protection for a time. He would do so because he is betrothed to marry my cousin, Lady Clarinda, you see.”

      Octavius wasn’t about to argue the merits of seeking out a brothel for protection, especially since Lady Craythorne’s instructions certainly proved their worth in this case. But what to do about the current situation suddenly had Octavius displaying a look of concern. “Well, now the question seems to be what we’re to do with you. You obviously cannot go home,” he murmured. Anyone else would have packed her into a carriage and taken her back to Craythorne Castle. Her father was her protector, after all. But if Craythorne had truly killed his wife and thought Isabella had paid witness to the murder, then she could not go back there.

      “He’ll kill me,” Isabella whispered in agreement. “I was the only witness to my mother’s murder,” she added as one of her ungloved hands moved to her mouth. Her riding gloves remained squeezed in the grip of the other hand, their kid leather fingers arcing out at odd angles that gave the appearance of a broken hand. Her body once again began to rock in the chair as her quiet sobs filled the room.

      Octavius regarded the earl’s daughter for a long time. Do I believe her?

      He chided himself for even questioning the validity of her story. The girl was frightened. She looked as if she’d gone far too long without sleep. Her riding habit was a mess. Indeed, she looked as if she had been to hell and back.

      Yet, despite her disheveled appearance, Octavius found her rather fetching. He closed his eyes a moment and attempted to block the inappropriate image he had just then imagined of her in a satin dinner gown with her hair piled high atop her head. Of her in his bed, her hair loose and splayed out on the pillows. Of her beneath him, naked, her head thrown back...

      Octavius blinked. Good God! He hadn’t given a single thought to bedding another woman since the death of his wife, and now he was imagining bedding a young lady! A frightened, bedraggled young lady.

      She’s probably ten years younger than me, for God’s sake!

      He gave his head a quick shake and returned his attention to the matter at hand, deciding two things.

      Lady Isabella could not be returned to her father. Even if the man hadn’t killed her mother, Isabella believed he had and would forever be fearful of him.

      If Craythorne had indeed killed the Countess of Craythorne, then he would have no doubt killed his daughter if he thought there was any chance she would share her story with anyone. That or sequester her in a faraway place so that no one would either hear her tale or believe it if they did.

      And having come to a brothel meant she was probably ruined as far as the ton was concerned. Although, when he considered how few people were about the establishment this morning, Lady Isabella might escape notice if they could sneak her out of the place.

      “Are you betrothed to anyone?” he asked then, thinking he should send word to the gentleman. Perhaps a quick wedding could be arranged so that she would have protection from her father, although he realized too late she might not be of legal age to marry.

      If she wasn’t yet one-and-twenty, she required the permission of her parents. Permission that would not be provided given the circumstances. Octavius briefly wondered if Prinny might grant an exemption when he noticed the young woman’s look of surprise.

      Isabella’s eyebrows arched up. “I haven’t even had my come-out,” she replied with a shake of her head.

      This bit of news had the duke rather surprised. “How old are you?”

      “I’ll be nineteen in a week, Your Grace,” she answered, her head lifting a bit with the claim.

      Jesus! He had thought her at least two-and-twenty! A night spent riding and no sleep had aged her a good deal.

      “What about any brothers... or sisters?”

      Isabella’s eyes widened. “John is away at school. At Eton. I have no other siblings.”

      Octavius gave the comment some thought, but realized the brother would be far too young to provide protection. Christ, he wouldn’t yet know what had happened to his mother. “I’ll see to it you can stay here for a day or two. You’ll need to stay hidden, though, or you’ll risk ruin. Or discovery,” he added, realizing they had to keep her identity and location a secret so her father wouldn’t discover her whereabouts.

      On the other hand, they had to somehow determine if her claim was true.

      Isabella nodded. “I sorted as much,” she murmured, her head angling to one side. “I have never felt so spent in my entire life, Your Grace.”

      “You must be thirsty. You must be starving.”

      Lifting her head, Isabella shook it. “I fed and watered my horse in Egham while I helped myself to water from a pump,” she whispered, remembering the stop because it had been the one refuge where she was completely hidden from the road, where she had felt safest despite the bright moon lighting the countryside with its ethereal glow. “But I do not think I could keep anything down right now,” she added in a whisper.

      Octavius nodded his understanding. “Did anyone see you? Besides whomever gave you directions at the coaching inn?”

      Isabella regarded the duke for a moment, quite sure she had never met the man before. Blond hair, high cheekbones, a slight cleft in his chin—he looked every bit the aristocrat he was. His blue eyes appeared almost haunted, though, as if they belonged to a man far older than the one who sat gazing at her. Seeing her. Paying witness to her very real fright and exhaustion with a great deal of patience. A great deal of sympathy. “I don’t think so. It was the middle of the night, and I was very quiet.”

      Well, she is resourceful, Octavius had to admit. He had never before heard of a single young lady who had done anything like she had done and been able to speak of it the following morning. But then, how many young ladies claimed to pay witness to their mothers being killed by their fathers and then riding fifty miles as if their lives depended on it? “You’re exhausted, though,” he countered with an arched brow. At her nod of acknowledgement, the duke stood up but indicated with a hand that she was to remain seated. “I’ll make the arrangements for you stay with Norwick. And …” He paused, not sure what else he could do just then.

      If a missive was sent to Craythorne Castle asking about the well-being of the Countess of Craythorne, the earl would know his daughter was in London. Octavius decided he couldn’t risk the man discovering Lady Isabella’s whereabouts. Someone else would have to make the query, or pretend to pay a call on the countess.

      Or perhaps confirmation of the countess’ death would reach others and make its way to London. Gossip usually traveled faster than race horses.

      “I’ll have a modiste sent here with some clothes, and …” He glanced down at her half-boots. “Slippers,” he added.

      “I have some money,” she said suddenly, lifting her reticule from her lap. “I apologize, Your Grace. I must look a sight,” she added, her brows furrowing.

      Indeed, you do, he thought with a sigh, his body reacting in a way it hadn’t done for a very long time.

      What the hell?

      The poor girl had been to hell and back, and here his cock was responding as if she were one of the harlots in the employ of The Elegant Courtesan! He would no doubt end up in hell, but he expected he was already halfway there. Life without his wife had hardly seemed worth living, and here he was having lustful thoughts of what he might do with Craythorne’s daughter. Lustful and yet respectful, as well. He couldn’t imagine any of the daughters of the ton in London surviving such an ordeal, nor would any have the courage to do what she had done.

      “I think I can afford whatever the modiste charges,” Octavius said gently, knowing full well it was entirely inappropriate for him to be buying clothes for the earl’s daughter. Hell, it was entirely inappropriate for her to be in a brothel! “I’ll stop by tonight to check on you,” he added before giving her a bow and taking his leave of the room.

      He didn’t get far, though, as he used the door to the bedchamber for support once it was closed. Leaning against the solid wood, Octavius took several breaths to clear his head. Decisions had to be made. An investigation had to be ordered. Arrangements for accommodation. A modiste.

      Questions had to be answered as well. Isabella said she sought out David Fitzwilliam because she was instructed to do so by her mother. She had the man’s calling card in her possession. True, her older cousin was due to marry the earl, but something else bothered him just then.

      He hurried off to find Norwick to make his questions known.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            POST-PROPOSAL EUPHORIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Mayfair

      Daniel Fitzwilliam dismounted his gelding and regarded the front of Norwick House with a bit of jealousy. The fashionable mansion in Park Lane featured the de rigueur Palladian style architecture that had become so popular at the turn of the century. Grecian columns acted as sentries on either side of a large door and held up a portico above the landing at the top of the deep, shallow steps. A pair of topiary trees flanked the columns. Rows of arched windows were lined out on either side of the front of the house, various plantings at their base trimmed so as not to hinder the view from inside.

      The effect was stately and elegant, a London-based home suitable for an earl and his wife in which to live and entertain. A home suitable for Daniel’s older brother, the tenth Earl of Norwick. A mansion paid for from the funds the man had made from owning a high-end brothel. And a gaming hell, even if most knew it simply as a men’s club.

      Daniel was about to lift the odd knocker, a brass mermaid, but a butler opened the door and gave a start. “My lord, I didn’t expect you back so soon,” the butler said as he stepped aside.

      “Porter,” Daniel acknowledged with a nod. “It’s me, Daniel, in search of my rake of a brother.” He suddenly frowned, realizing what the butler had said. “Do you know where he went off to?” he asked, rather disappointed. He had rehearsed what he was going to say to David during the entire trip from Kensington Gardens. He was going to announce he was engaged to be married, and he was going to gloat about it. He still intended to, of course, but now he wouldn’t be able to do it until his brother returned.

      “A footman arrived rather early this morning. Something at The Elegant Courtesan required his immediate attention. He said he thought he would be gone the entire morning,” the servant explained.

      Frowning, Daniel wondered if something had happened to one of the employees. Despite the nature of the business, the brothel only admitted patrons who were rich, had been vetted, and who didn’t cause trouble for the courtesans. “No hint as to what might have happened?” he pressed. He kept the books for the brothel and knew all the young women who worked there, if for no other reason than he was the one who gave them their pay every month.

      His eyes darting to the side, the butler appeared rather sheepish when he said, “Apparently, an unexpected visitor arrived on the doorstep insisting she be allowed to see Lord Norwick. I only heard the words, ‘bedraggled’ and ‘terrified’ and something about a half-dead horse.”

      Knitting his brows, Daniel had half a mind to head to the brothel and discover the identity of the visitor for himself. But he thought better of it when he remembered this was a day he should be celebrating. He was betrothed to marry the love of his life. He would simply find his brother later and gloat about his engagement then. “I’ll take my leave. Let him know I stopped in. I have happy news to share,” he said as he made his way back through the vestibule.
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      A few minutes later

      Octavius found David Fitzwilliam in a salon at the end of the hall, staring at the dying flames in the room’s fireplace. An empty tumbler dangled from the fingers of his right hand.

      “Have you been awake all night?” the duke asked as he moved to the sideboard and helped himself to a whisky. He brought the crystal decanter along with his glass to place it on the side table next to David’s chair.

      The earl tore his gaze from the fire and turned it on the duke. His reddened eyes were either testaments to a night of too much drink, or the man had been crying. “Of course not. I might own this place, but I certainly don’t spend my nights here,” David replied, his voice sounding rather cross.

      Octavius settled himself into the overstuffed wing chair, rather surprised at how comfortable it felt. He had half a mind to ask who had made the furnishings and then order new ones for his townhouse. “Seems we have a problem,” he murmured.

      “More like three or four,” David countered in a whisper. The duke didn’t yet know about the series of dominoes that were about to start tipping over in David’s life.

      First, there was Lady Clarinda. His identical twin brother, Daniel, had done him the favor of spending time with the woman to whom he had been betrothed since well before she was out of the schoolroom. Now that Daniel seemed on the verge of proposing marriage—if he hadn’t already done so—David realized he needed to make it clear he would be marrying Clarinda. David supposed the contract for the arranged marriage between his father and Clarinda’s father, the Earl of Heath, wouldn’t hold up under current law, but if what Lady Isabella claimed was true—that Arabella Brotherton Tolson, Countess of Craythorne and aunt to Clarinda, was indeed dead—then he had every intention of marrying Clarinda as soon as possible—even if he had to steal her from his brother.

      He was three-and-forty, and he needed an heir.

      Then there were his businesses.

      The Elegant Courtesan and his gaming hell would have to be sold. Clarinda’s father, the Earl of Heath, had seen to that proviso when he set up the marriage contract, and Clarinda had reminded him of the agreement on the occasion of their ride in Hyde Park during the fashionable hour just the week before. It was unseemly for an earl to own such businesses despite the monies they generated. At least he’d had them long enough to ensure his financial stability and that of the earldom’s, probably for the rest of his life. That Clarinda knew anything about The Elegant Courtesan had David wondering who had told her. Certainly not her father.

      The final domino was the one that had arrived on the doorstep of The Elegant Courtesan earlier that morning. She hadn’t even been in the game until that moment. He didn’t want Lady Isabella suffering anymore than she already had, though, and wondered what he might do to secure protection for her.

      “Do you believe her?” David asked, his voice sounding weary in the quiet salon.

      The Duke of Huntington nodded. “I believe she believes what she saw,” he answered carefully. “She’s frightened to death of her father. Can’t say I blame her. Even if he didn’t strangle his countess, Craythorne isn’t exactly known for his even temper.”

      The earl shot him an angry glance. “Had I been there, I would have killed the bastard,” he whispered hoarsely. He still might, if what the girl claimed was true.

      Octavius gave a start at the vehemence he heard in David’s vow. “Sounds as if you know more than I do,” he prompted. When the Earl of Norwick didn’t provide a reply right away, Octavius took a drink from his glass and closed his eyes. He tried to remember the last time he had drunk whisky before noon. It would have been during the year after Jane’s death. Probably the entire year, he thought with a wince. “Pray tell, what do you know?”

      David allowed a sigh. “She needs a protector. A place to stay. Clothes. A life away from Craythorne,” he responded, as if he’d been writing the list in his head for some time. “Eventually, she’ll need a husband.” This last was said with a hint of despair, as if he couldn’t stomach the thought of Lady Isabella with a man.

      “Agreed,” Octavius replied with a nod, rather impressed at the earl’s recitation. He finished off his glass of whisky. “She said her mother told her to find you should anything happen. She has your calling card, Norwick. Why do you suppose Lady Craythorne would give her that instruction?”

      David shook his head. “I suppose because I’m to marry Isabella’s cousin,” he murmured, his voice far too calm. Jesus! He hadn’t even considered that particular connection until just then. He had struggled in vain not to think of the woman who had apparently been killed the day before. Once he gave into his memories, the pain would become real, as would the anger.

      The tears had already fallen.

      What was it about the Brotherton women that had him acting like a lovesick puppy?

      He blinked suddenly. Arabella’s family would soon figure out she had died. Someone would inform them, whether it be Craythorne, or the coroner in Basingstoke, or someone else. Then Clarinda would learn of her aunt’s death, as well, and then tell him the circumstances. If she didn’t offer the information of her own accord, he could always ask. Claim he heard it from someone at Parliament. He wondered how different the story would be from Craythorne compared to how it had been relayed by Isabella.

      The girl had no reason to lie. No reason to falsely implicate Craythorne in her mother’s death.

      Did she?

      The thought of how bedraggled she appeared that morning was his answer, of course. Of how bone-tired and frightened she sounded as she explained what had happened.

      She had no reason to lie.

      Octavius allowed David his brief woolgathering before he shook his head. “Those of us who have paid witness to Lady Clarinda’s courtship and who can tell the difference between you and your brother know that you aren’t the one courting Lady Clarinda,” he accused suddenly. When David’s attention finally turned on him, he angled his head. “I’ve seen your brother, Daniel, with her in Kensington Gardens. Several times. Since you’re not the one courting her, perhaps you would be amenable to marrying Lady Isabella instead of Lady Clarinda.” The words were out of his mouth before he considered the age difference between David Fitzwilliam and the young lady. The earl was a bit older than Octavius. Mid-thirties, perhaps? But marriages with age differences far larger weren’t so uncommon. Sometimes they were even love matches.

      But why did the thought of Norwick marrying Lady Isabella make him wince just then? Surely it wasn’t just because the earl owned a brothel and a gaming hell.

      “I will be the one marrying Lady Clarinda,” David stated, his voice rather stern. “Daniel knows Clare and I have been betrothed since... well, since our fathers made the arrangements a long time ago.”

      The duke winced, wondering why David would allow his brother to court the woman who was to be his wife. Couldn’t Lady Clarinda tell the difference between the twin brothers? Perhaps not, if she was only allowed a few minutes of time in the company of a Fitzwilliam brother. Octavius was about to ask but decided not to anger David anymore than he already was.

      Angered and hurting.

      “Still, arranged marriages mean nothing these days. So... why don’t you marry Isabella? She’s young, yes, but you’re not getting any younger, and you need an heir...”

      “As do you.”

      Octavius nearly hissed at the simple words. The wounds of having lost a loving wife and a babe the year before were still too raw. Too fresh. It would be a long time before the widower would consider marriage again. Even then, he had made a promise to Jane to never love another. It wouldn’t be fair to Jane. To his memories of her. “There must be a reason Lady Craythorne would send her daughter to find you,” he tried again. “Perhaps she thought you two should wed—”

      “I cannot wed Isabella.”

      The clipped words had Octavius straightening in his chair as David suddenly stood up from his and moved to stand before the fireplace. One of his hands gripped the mantle, as if he needed its support to remain upright.

      Octavius stood up and joined him, wondering at the man’s reaction to his simple suggestion. He raised himself up on the balls of his feet, attempting to match David’s height. “What do you mean, you cannot?”

      David’s eyes darted to the left and finally returned to regard the duke. “She’s my daughter.”

      The duke settled back onto his heels, his body giving a start as if the earl had slapped him across the face. “What?” he managed to get out, his brows furrowing in confusion.

      The earl sighed and moved to retake his chair near the fireplace. “Isabella doesn’t know, of course. That is, unless Arabella told her, and I rather doubt she would have said anything to anybody. Especially not to Craythorne.”

      Octavius stood before David another moment before slowly settling himself into the other chair. “What the hell? When... how...?”

      “Well, the usual way, of course,” David answered with a shake of his head, his manner rather gruff. “Arabella and I had an affaire when I was at university. She wasn’t yet married to Craythorne, of course, but... she was betrothed to him.” The last came out as a whisper, almost as if he hesitated to admit anything more than he was forced to just then. He paused a moment. “I suppose you could say I am rather attracted to the Brotherton women,” he added with an arched eyebrow, daring the duke to make mention of it.

      Octavius shook his head, still rather stunned by the news. There had never been a hint of gossip about David and Arabella, which meant the two had kept their affaire a secret from everyone.

      “Heath doesn’t know?” Octavius ventured, referring to Clarinda’s father, the Earl of Heath. His older brother, the prior earl, had been Arabella’s father.

      “God, no. Neither did his brother,” David replied with a shake of his head. “Truth be told... you’re the only other one besides me who knows,” he murmured, his brows furrowing in sorrow.

      Octavius considered the information, rather impressed the earl had taken him into his confidence, although given the circumstances, he had been forced to do so.

      “So, we’re still in a quandary,” Octavius said in a low voice.

      Lady Isabella needed protection, protection best supplied by a husband. Without her parents’ consent, though, she couldn’t legally wed until she was one-and-twenty.

      Well, she could, but banns would have to be read in her parish as well as the parish of her future husband. Craythorne would surely learn of the impending nuptials and protest. Then he would demand to know where his daughter was staying.

      The duke briefly wondered if he could find a bishop willing to perform the ceremony. If a special license were purchased, he would have to swear he had her father’s permission, though, since Isabella wasn’t yet of age. Octavius didn’t think he could do such a thing.

      Worried that word might get back to Craythorne had him rethinking the strategy. The earl would probably react in a violent manner. Pistols at dawn might be the least of the man’s vengeance.

      “What about Heath? He’s her grandfather. Certainly he can provide protection...”

      “Stockton House will be the first place Craythorne will look for her,” David countered, referring to the Earl of Heath’s mansion in London.

      Realizing the earl was right, the duke gave a shake of his head. “Well. This is a quandary. Who else do we know who needs a wife and can hide her until she’s old enough to marry?” Octavius asked, his question almost rhetorical.

      The earl didn’t pause a single moment before saying, “You.”

      The duke turned to stare at David, his brows furrowed. “Me?”

      David nodded. “As her real father, I cannot think of a more advantageous marriage for her,” he murmured. “You can send her to your country estate in Sussex. She loves horses. You can provide protection. You have the resources. You need an heir,” he added, one eyebrow arching up. “She’s not a milkwater miss, Hunt. She’s... she’s brave and resourceful, and I’m quite sure she will be much easier on the eyes once she’s out of the bath she’s probably taking this very moment.”

      Octavius couldn’t help the thought of a naked Isabella that formed in his mind’s eye just then. She was young, yes, but in a couple of years—two years—she would be one-and-twenty. More beautiful. More mature. Old enough to marry without her parents’ permission. Old enough to be a wife. Old enough...

      What the hell am I thinking? he chided himself. I certainly cannot marry the chit, nor anyone else for that matter. It wouldn’t be fair to any woman given the grief he still felt over the death of his wife and son. Besides, he certainly couldn’t marry someone who wanted anything more than a marriage of convenience. He had made that promise to Jane. A promise never to love another. The moment before the light behind her eyes dimmed and her body went slack. The moment before their son joined her in death.

      I still need an heir.

      But can I afford to wait another two years to marry? he wondered with annoyance.

      Two years?

      No. Maybe. Yes.

      He wouldn’t marry Isabella, though. But he could at least provide protection and a place for her to live. A place to hide her away until they could learn more about what had happened to her mother. Until she was old enough to marry.

      She will simply be my ward, Octavius decided. Who else could David trust to provide protection for her? Especially given the current circumstances?

      She’s almost nineteen, he reminded himself. Neither he, nor anyone else, for that matter, would be able to take her as his wife anytime soon. When someone did, Craythorne would discover her whereabouts. She was still the man’s daughter as far as everyone else knew. She was Craythorne’s to do as he pleased, and at the moment, he was either intending to end her life so that she couldn’t spread word of her mother’s murder, or he was experiencing a good deal of regret at what had happened and was hoping to beg for Isabella’s forgiveness.

      All the same, Octavius didn’t care one whit about Craythorne or what he might want. When the chit reached one-and-twenty, she would be married, he decided. Until then, he had an estate in the country where she could hide.

      A mostly-staffed estate with horses.

      He regarded the Earl of Norwick for a long moment before finally giving the man a nod. “With your permission, she’ll be my ward. She can live at Huntinghurst until she’s either reached her majority or until Craythorne dies.”

      David furrowed a brow before he finally nodded in return. “Agreed.” He paused a moment. “I have a cousin. In Boxgrove. She sees to one of my entailed properties.”

      The duke furrowed a brow. “Fair Downs?” he questioned.

      “Indeed. My uncle used to keep it up on my father’s behalf, and now his daughter does so on my behalf.” At the duke’s quizzical expression, he added, “As a châtelaine of sorts. I’ll see to it she befriends Isabella.”

      Crossing his arms, as if he were about to argue, Octavius regarded the earl before finally saying, “Are you sure that’s a good idea? I thought we were supposed to be keeping her a secret.”

      David gave a shrug. “Connie will. She’s good at keeping secrets,” he murmured, not about to add that she had kept his involvement in the death of a horse thief a secret since the night of her come-out. “And she’s sees to the horses at Fair Downs.”

      Octavius straightened. “Race horses?” he countered, suddenly interested in learning more.

      “One was. Two, really. None that I know of now, though,” David replied.

      Giving his head a quick shake, Octavius asked, “How is it you don’t know your own stables?”

      Taken aback, David replied, “Because the horses at Fair Downs are not mine. They are Connie’s,” he explained. “I gave them to her upon the death of my uncle, Edward. They were his, anyway, so I made sure they were part of her inheritance.”

      He was suddenly reminded he needed to see to refilling the coffers for Fair Downs. Constance Fitzwilliam had been good about keeping up the property with a small staff, but she did so on very little in the way of funds. She believed the money she found hidden in nooks and crannies and beneath loose floor boards was money her mother had hidden before her death years ago. Money she said her mother had squirreled away in an effort to keep it from her husband, Edward.

      Addicted to gambling, especially when it came to horses, Edward Fitzwilliam had lost everything his race horse had won and more. But David had seen to it that more money was stashed away in less likely hiding places, like the bottom of the flour container and in the cushions of the parlor chairs. Behind books and at the bottom of vases. In the hems of bedchamber drapes and under mattresses.

      Now that Isabella would be housed nearby, he would have an excuse to visit Fair Downs.

      David suddenly frowned. “And look who’s accusing me of not knowing my own stables. When was the last time you had a nag in a horse race?”

      Octavius allowed a sigh. It was true he had lost all interest in his hobbies upon the death of his duchess. Upon the death of their newborn son. He figured his interest in his horses would be piqued again in due time, though. Perhaps in a year or so. “I don’t have a contender this year,” he replied with a shrug. “No three-year-olds, and certainly no six-year-olds.”

      David gave a snort, not believing the duke’s claim. “I admit to having other issues on my mind this year,” he replied. Selling his businesses, taking a wife, and seeing to Isabella’s well-being were just a few. Once he was married, things would settle down, and he would have leisure time once again.

      “How long can Lady Isabella stay here at The Elegant Courtesan? Without being discovered by the clientele?” Octavius wondered.

      Frowning, David thought of the brothel’s servants and who could be trusted. Thought of the bedchamber Isabella was in and if she could go out the back door without being seen. Thought of the girls who would insist on befriending her if they knew she was there. “A few days, I suppose. No more than a week.” He didn’t add that he would have to close the brothel before he married Clarinda. One of the reasons there was a bedchamber available for Isabella was because the former occupant had married. He didn’t want to hire another given the limited time The Elegant Courtesan would remain in business.

      “Find me when it’s imperative that she leave. I’ll do what I can in the meantime to make arrangements for her travel. I have to let the butler at Huntinghurst know, of course. And she’ll need clothes...”

      “I’ve seen to a modiste,” David interrupted. “She’ll be here on the morrow.”

      This bit of information had Octavius wondering if David kept a modiste on retainer for the brothel. “Anything else?”

      David nodded. “She’ll want her horse with her.”

      Octavius frowned. “I suppose we can make arrangements to have it brought down once she’s settled.”

      “She won’t leave London without Hancock.”

      Rolling his eyes, Octavius was about to put voice to a curse, but realized he was of a similar mind about Poseidon. Even if he didn’t ride the beast at least part of the way down to Huntinghurst, he still saw to it the horse was tethered to his coach. “Fine. We’ll bring the horse,” he finally agreed.

      His hands rubbing the sides of his face, as if he were wiping away tears, David nodded his thanks. “In the meantime, I’ll find out what I can from Clare. See if her family has been notified of the death. If I so much as hear Craythorne is anywhere near London, he won’t be long for this earth.”

      Straightening at David’s vow, Octavius decided to take his leave of The Elegant Courtesan. Given the earl’s sour mood, the duke wondered if another murder was imminent.
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      Later that day

      “Huntinghurst?” Lady Isabella repeated, doing her best to control her breathing lest she faint. Although she had eaten a bit of breakfast and napped for several hours in the bedchamber to which she had been taken that morning, her head still felt as if it were filled with cotton. If she didn’t hold them clasped together, her hands would tremble. “Where is that?”

      David Fitzwilliam regarded his daughter for a moment, a bit of pride filling his chest. Despite the horror of what she had endured just the day before, she was holding up far better than most men would in the same situation. “The Duke of Huntington’s country estate. It’s not quite as far as Chichester. Down in Sussex,” he explained. “You won’t know anyone, but then, the fewer that know you’re there, the safer you’ll be,” he added as he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.

      Isabella nodded, her long, dark hair falling forward over her shoulders, the ends curling in a haphazard fashion. Given the need for secrecy within the brothel, only a few servants knew of her presence. None of them were lady’s maids, though, and so she had only been able to comb out her hair after that morning’s bath. An ill-fitting gown had been loaned to her. The owner could obviously boast of a bust more generous than Isabella’s, for the bodice was far too large. “Has there been word yet from Craythorne Castle? Word of my mother’s death, my lord?” she wondered.

      Shaking his head, the earl said, “Not yet. It’s a bit soon, though. It’s not as if anyone else would make the trip to London like you did,” he murmured. “I assure you, there will be inquiries made to the coroner and to anyone else who handles the body.” Even if it looked as if Arabella’s death was by strangulation, it was doubtful the Earl of Craythorne would be brought up on charges. As an aristocrat, he was nearly beyond the reach of the law.

      “I understand,” Isabella replied with a nod. Earlier that day, any mention of her mother would have tears collecting in the corners of her eyes, but at the moment, she felt drained. “My brother? Has word been sent to him?”

      David winced, not sure what to admit. “He will be notified when word of your mother’s death reaches others in London,” he hedged, not about to tell her they had decided not to inform him directly. Should word come from him or from the duke, Craythorne would sort very quickly where his daughter had gone.

      “I have a bit of money. I need clothes. Would it be...?”

      “A modiste has been arranged to visit tomorrow morning at ten o’clock,” David interrupted. “She probably won’t have time to make anything for you, of course, but she’ll bring some ready-mades for you to try. And some underclothes, and a night rail and such,” he added, wondering why he felt a flush suddenly color his throat. He saw women in various states of undress all the time. He had seen nearly every inch of every courtesan in the building at least once. Why speaking of a woman’s underclothes would have him blushing just then, he didn’t know.

      She’s my daughter, he reminded himself. Even if she doesn’t yet know it.

      “You needn’t be concerned with the cost,” he stated suddenly. When her brows furrowed in question, the earl gave a shrug. “The Elegant Courtesan will see to the bill.”

      Her eyes darting to one side, Isabella seemed about to ask something else. When she finally did, her voice was nearly a whisper. “Do you really own this establishment, my lord?”

      The Earl of Norwick nodded. “Until such time as I am to marry your cousin, Clarinda, and then I shall either sell it or close it,” he replied. “I agreed to those terms as part of the betrothal.”

      “So... in a couple of months?” she clarified. “I suppose that’s not so very soon. It’s not as if Clare will be expected to wear mourning clothes for her aunt’s death.”

      Giving a start, David realized Isabella knew more than he had thought about his impending wedding.

      Probably more than he knew.

      “I wasn’t aware a date had been set,” he hedged. At Isabella’s widened eyes, he straightened in his chair. “Pray, tell me what you know from your cousin.”

      Isabella blinked before giving him a frown. “Clare sent word that you two were to marry in June,” she explained, wondering why her future cousin-by-marriage was staring at her as if he was about to faint. “Which was a bit of a surprise considering Parliament will still be in session.”

      I can imagine, David didn’t reply, realizing Daniel had suggested the month knowing that particular detail. He would have to either miss a month of Parliament or delay the wedding trip until late July. “The roses will be especially fine then,” he murmured, not sure what else he could say about the choice of wedding date.

      “Clare wondered if you owned a hothouse in addition to your other business concerns, seeing as how she keeps receiving roses.”

      David closed his eyes, realizing his twin brother, Daniel, had been courting Clarinda far more seriously than he had first thought. If he wasn’t careful, Daniel would be saying his ‘I will’s’, as well, and Clarinda would be lost to him.

      He wasn’t about to lose another Brotherton girl to another man, even if that other man was his brother.

      “I do not,” he said in answer to the mention of owning a hothouse.

      The first hint of a grin he had ever seen on Isabella suddenly appeared, a grin that finally had her looking her age. And looking quite fetching. Any man would be lucky to have her features lighting up the breakfast parlor in the morning. “What is it?” he asked as he allowed one of his own.

      “She likes your kisses, too. She wrote that they were ‘delectable’,” Isabella said in a hoarse whisper, her grin widening at the same time a blush colored her face.

      The hint of a grin on David’s face disappeared in an instant. He had never kissed Clarinda, which could only mean one thing.

      Daniel had.

      And apparently more than one time.

      “She wrote that?” he asked in disbelief.

      Isabella suddenly straightened in her chair. “She did. I thought... I apologize. I suppose I shouldn’t speak of such things. I just thought, seeing as how you’ll be marrying my cousin...” She stopped and allowed a sigh, the humor gone from her face as quickly as it had appeared.

      “Perhaps I should see to bestowing some more of them on her before our wedding,” the earl commented with an arched brow, attempting to lift the mood to what it had been just a moment ago. “Thank you for letting me know.”

      A bit confused, Isabella allowed a nod. “When do you suppose I’ll be leaving for Huntinghurst?”

      Realizing the moment of humor was gone for good, David sighed. “No more than a week from now.”

      “May I take my horse, my lord?”

      Bristling at her continued use of ‘my lord’, he nearly admonished her before he remembered he hadn’t told her she needn’t address him as such. “Indeed. Huntington has agreed to arrange a place for him in his stables. The stableboy here says Hancock has a slight limp, but otherwise he seems to be recovering. An amazing feat for a horse of his age. He must have a good deal of Arabian in him.”

      “Oh, Hancock does,” Isabella said with a nod. “He made an excellent steeple chaser one year, but now Father...” She paused and blinked. “Craythorne is only interested in the shorter races.”

      David couldn’t help but hear the derision in her voice, especially when she said the name ‘Craythorne’. But then, she believed the man had killed her mother. Had killed her mother and was going to get away with having done so given his status as an aristocrat.

      Not if I can do anything about it, David thought as he considered when he might make a trip to Basingstoke. First, he had to be sure Isabella was safely hidden away at Huntinghurst. And then he had to be sure Clarinda was going to marry him and not Daniel.

      Isabella’s comment about steeple chasing suddenly brought him up short. “What do you know of horse racing?”

      Isabella’s eyes widened, as if she just realized she shouldn’t have put voice to her claim about Hancock. “I’ve attended a few races,” she hedged.

      “And?” he prompted.

      Giving a slight shrug, Isabella wondered how to respond. “I study the lineages of the horses. I try to sort which studs and mares might produce the best racers.”

      “Indeed,” David whispered. He straightened. “I rather imagine you’ll appreciate the stables at Huntinghurst. The duke raises his racers there, although he hasn’t had a contender in a couple of years.” Ever since his wife died, he didn’t add.

      Her face brightening, Isabella looked as if she might not be able to stay seated. “Oh, do you suppose I might be allowed to visit his stables?”

      David blinked. Her excitement at hearing there were race horses at Huntinghurst had her disposition changing once again. Christ, if he doesn’t, I’ll build another set of stables just for you, he thought. And give you a few horses while I’m at it. “I don’t see as how that will be a problem. Besides, Lord Huntington is rarely in residence. He goes there to hunt and sometimes hosts a house party.” Although, now that he gave it some more thought, David realized the duke hadn’t hosted a house party there since his duchess had died.

      “Oh,” Isabella responded, as if she wasn’t sure how she should react to this bit of information. “But you’ll ask him on my behalf?” she pressed.

      The earl nodded. “Of course.” He dared a glance at the clock on the mantle and gave a start. “I must take my leave of you. I have an appointment in St. James Street.” He stood up and gave Isabella a bow, pausing as if he might finally tell her the truth about him. But when she dipped a curtsy and seemed at a bit of a loss, he thought better of it.

      She was still reeling from the loss of her mother. How would she react when she learned Craythorne wasn’t her father?

      Relieved, he could only hope.

      As for David, mourning Arabella meant spending the entire night and most of the next week becoming too familiar with the bottoms of several bottles of scotch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 9


          

          
            NEWS OF A DEATH REACHES LONDON

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later

      Clarinda stared at her father for a very long time before she blinked and asked if she might sit down.

      “Of course,” Albert Brotherton, Earl of Heath, said in a whisper, indicating the chair across from his desk. “I should have told you yesterday, but you were still so happy about Norwick’s proposal, I couldn’t abide being the bearer of bad news.”

      Dropping into the chair, Clarinda’s eyes brightened with tears as she stared at the earl. “When did she die?”

      Heath cleared his throat as an attempt to hide the annoyance he still felt by how long it had taken to be notified of his sister’s death. “A bit over a week ago. She slipped and fell. Hit her head on a footboard. Craythorne wrote that she was probably dead before she hit the floor.”

      “And you believed him?” Clarinda queried, a combination of sorrow and anger giving her the appearance of a woman far older than her two-and-twenty years.

      Giving a slight shake of his head, Heath wasn’t about to admit he had already dispatched a courier to Basingstoke with instructions to learn what he could of Arabella’s death. Craythorne’s account had seemed plausible, of course, but given the man’s temper and the fact that Arabella hadn’t been back to London in an age had Heath suspicious. “I don’t yet know what to believe, but I am determined to learn the truth. Especially...” He paused, not sure he should mention the rest of what Craythorne had written about in his letter. From the blotches scattered about the perfectly penned missive, Heath realized the man had probably been crying whilst he wrote the words that described not only the loss of his wife, but of his daughter, as well.

      She paid witness to her mother’s death, or at least the immediate aftermath, and was overcome with grief. The groom said she rode off on her favorite horse, Hancock, and she has not been seen since anywhere near Basingstoke.

      “Especially?” Clarinda prompted as she leaned forward.

      Heath sighed. “Lady Isabella is missing. She... saw her dead mother, and she took off on a horse.”

      “And went where?” his daughter asked, incredulous.

      Shaking his head from side to side, the earl finally said, “We’ve no idea. She was still missing when he penned this,” he said as he lifted the pages of the Earl of Craythorne’s letter. “By now, she’s probably returned to Craythorne Castle,” he said with some hope.

      Leaning back in her chair as if she had been slapped, Clarinda allowed a cry of sorrow. “He killed her, didn’t he? She saw what he had done to Arabella, so he had to kill her to keep her quiet—”

      “Clare!” Heath admonished her. “We don’t know that,” he said, rather surprised Clarinda would seem so sure her uncle-by-marriage was a murderer. Her reaction was in line with his, though. If Parliament wasn’t in session, he would make the trip to Basingstoke himself.

      “He’ll get away with it, too, won’t he?” she whispered, her front teeth denting her lower lip as she tilted her head back. She stared at the coffered ceiling, losing her battle to keep the tears from falling in front of her father. She knew he hated it when women cried, but she couldn’t help the sorrow she felt just then.

      The Earl of Heath dropped his chin to his chest, rather wishing he had held off telling Clarinda about her aunt until after the courier returned from Basingstoke with some kind of official word. It was possible that even if it was murder at the earl’s hands, the coroner had been paid to claim it was an accident. “Even if he’s not brought up on formal charges, Craythorne will suffer for what he’s done. You can be sure of that, Clare.”

      His daughter nodded, a lacy hanky already held against one cheek. “Should I tell Norwick we have to delay the wedding?” she asked, ready to reschedule her nuptials if necessary. She really should mourn her aunt.

      Heath shook his head, already expecting she would offer to reschedule the wedding. He was determined to have her wed, though. Another man had already written claiming he wished to offer for her hand if Norwick didn’t marry her ‘by the deadline’. He supposed the would-be suitor referred to Clarinda’s twenty-second birthday, but how many knew about that provision in the betrothal contract? “No. Arabella would want you to go ahead. You’ve already been delayed quite enough through no fault of your own,” he replied, his annoyance at the Earl of Norwick’s late proposal evident in how he said the words.

      In fact, since his daughter wasn’t wed by the time she turned two-and-twenty, Heath had been about to send a letter to Norwick telling him the terms of the contract were null and void. And then the letter from Craythorne had arrived at the same time his man of business was telling him Norwick had a contract to sell his gaming hell to Frank O’Leary and that an agent was seeing to the sale of the mansion in which The Elegant Courtesan conducted business.

      Given his daughter’s frequent trips to Kensington Gardens and the pink roses that scented the front hall of Stockton House, it seemed Norwick was intent on marrying Clarinda. Now that she was displaying a rather expensive sapphire ring, Heath decided he would allow Norwick to wed his daughter. In fact, he would insist on it.

      “I think just a small ceremony, then,” Clarinda managed to get out before a sob robbed her of breath.

      The earl secretly thrilled at hearing the words. Her dowry would drain one of his accounts as it was. “Whatever you think is best,” he agreed with a nod. “Courage, daughter,” he added in a solemn voice. “And don’t worry too much about Izzy. She’s probably already returned to Craythorne Castle.”

      “Has Cousin John been informed? He’s away at school. I shouldn’t want him to learn of his mother’s death from... from a classmate,” she said as her eyes widened. From her father’s reaction, Clarinda realized he hadn’t given a thought to her youngest cousin.

      “I should think Craythorne has already written to him. No need for you to be concerned, especially with your upcoming nuptials,” he commented. Before Clarinda could put voice to a protest, he turned in his chair and regarded a piece of correspondence on a silver salver.

      Realizing she was being dismissed, Clarinda gave a curtsy and took her leave of her father’s study.

      She had a wedding to plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 10


          

          
            AN EARL CLAIMS HE’S GOING TO CLAIM A COUNTESS

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later

      David Alexander George Fitzwilliam regarded the missive he had penned the night before, wondering how the words would sound when Clarinda read them aloud. The letter included condolences on the death of her aunt. A comment as to how long he had known Arabella (but nothing of their affaire). Assurances her cousin, Isabella, was probably in good health and simply hiding from her father. A mention of looking forward to their wedding day and an offer to delay the nuptials should she wish more time to mourn her aunt.

      He didn’t include the information that Isabella was his daughter or any word of the girl’s true whereabouts. According to his brief visit with Huntington at Brooks’s, Isabella was settled into a guest suite at Huntinghurst and thrilled she was allowed access to his stables. Her horse had his own stall and had recovered from whatever injury had him limping the morning the two had arrived at The Elegant Courtesan.

      What had David suddenly grinning just then was the mention by the duke that Isabella was so pleased with the arrangements, she had hugged Huntington and kissed him on the cheek. A bit flustered by the show of affection by his new ward, the duke had merely nodded and set off for London with word that he would return in a few weeks.

      Poor man probably hasn’t had a woman touch him since his wife died, David thought with a sigh.

      He sobered as he returned his attention to the letter he had written to Clarinda. Would she notice his handwriting was a bit different from Daniel’s? Had she received notes from his brother that would provide a comparison?

      He rather hoped not. The argument he’d had with Daniel the night before had nearly led to blows. They might still have a mill at Gentleman Jackson’s boxing saloon if Daniel didn’t give up his pursuit of Clarinda Anne Brotherton. They were both abysmal boxers, so at least it would be an even match.

      “You cannot marry Lady Clarinda,” David had stated before he was even halfway through the vestibule of the townhouse Daniel maintained in Bruton Street. The batman had attempted to see to his coat and top hat, but David didn’t pause long enough to remove them.

      “Why ever not?” Daniel Jonathan Andrew Fitzwilliam countered when he appeared in the hall just beyond the vestibule. “You certainly don’t appear ready to marry her.”

      David angled his head to one side, as if he were addressing a recalcitrant child, attempting to ignore the fact that looking at his brother was like seeing his own reflection in a looking glass. “Because she’s betrothed to me, and has been since she was... twelve, I think it was.”

      His twin brother, younger by mere minutes, crossed his arms and gave a quick shake of his head. “Fourteen. You know nothing about her,” Daniel said quietly.

      “I know everything I need to know,” David countered, his frown making him appear far older than his brother. “Jesus, Danny, how could you do this?”

      “I love her.”

      Still wearing his great coat, David dropped into a wingback chair as if he’d been punched. He scrubbed his face with a hand, wincing at the growth of whiskers that had already made themselves apparent despite his valet having shaved him that morning. It wasn’t even six o’clock in the evening. “Obviously, since you’ve apparently been providing her with ‘delectable kisses’,” he accused.

      Daniel moved to a sideboard and poured scotch into two crystal tumblers. He offered one to his brother, scowling when David seemed to hesitate before taking it. “I didn’t poison it, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said as he set it on the side table. He took the adjacent chair, a smug expression suddenly giving way to a grin.

      “How can you find this funny?” David asked in dismay. He downed the scotch in a single gulp, immediately regretting the move as he nearly choked on the smoky fluid, his throat burning as it made its way down.

      “How can I not?” Daniel countered. “I finally have something in my life that is not yours.”

      David stared at his brother, rather wishing they didn’t look so damned much alike. “She is not yours,” he whispered. “Father arranged a betrothal with the Earl of Heath. We were all there in the same room when the contract was completed. They signed it. I signed it. She signed it,” he explained, exasperation nearly robbing him of breath.

      “Betrothals are breakable,” Daniel countered with a shrug. “It won’t hold up in a court, and you know it. Besides, Clarinda is already two-and-twenty. You were supposed to marry her before her birthday. And you made a promise you would divest yourself of the brothel and the gentlemen’s club, and...”

      “The club is under contract. An agent is seeing to the sale of the brothel. I’ll simply close it if I don’t have a buyer by the end of June,” David interrupted, ignoring the comment about Clarinda already having turned two-and-twenty. He had forgotten about that particular clause in the contract, so he hoped the Earl of Heath had as well.

      Daniel stared at his older brother. “Who’s buying the club?” he asked, his expression displaying his shock at this bit of news. Surely he would have heard about an impending sale from someone at Boodle’s.

      “Frank O’Leary. He’s looking to expand his gaming concern to this side of London, and the club will allow him to do that,” David explained, not bothering to add that he had been the one to approach the owner of The Jack of Spades with news he was willing to sell at a discount.

      He still couldn’t believe he was nearly done with the club. The monies it generated allowed him to purchase any number of accoutrements necessary for life in the capital. A fully-furnished house in Mayfair that he had since renamed Norwick Place. A sporty phaeton with a matched set of greys. A town coach at Tillbury’s. A wardrobe suitable for a member of the ton. An account at the Bank of England that would see to his wife’s future and their children when he died.

      And a dowry for Isabella.

      He wondered then if he would ever have to mention his daughter to Clarinda. Given the two were so closely related, he knew it was only a matter of time after he told Isabella before Clarinda would know of his affaire with her aunt. He would have to tell her before that happened. After Isabella, though. He owed his daughter that much.

      Or would it be better to tell Clarinda first? he suddenly wondered. Christ! How would she react when she learned of the affaire?

      David thought about mentioning Isabella to Daniel just then—she was the man’s niece, after all—but thought better of it. Give the man the opportunity to absorb the news related to his businesses. He would tell him about Isabella later.

      Maybe after he told Isabella he was her father.

      “The Jack of Spades Frank O’Leary?” Daniel asked, still in shock.

      Pulled from his brief reverie, David stared at his brother and blinked. Christ, he was getting as bad as Huntington when it came to bouts of melancholy. “Yes. He’ll keep the place up better than most. He runs the best Faro parlor of anyone in London.”

      “Jesus, Davy. When were you going to tell me?”

      David sighed, realizing he was pulling the rug out from under his brother in more ways than one. “I just did. It’s partly why I came tonight,” he replied. “As for The Elegant Courtesan, I rather doubt I can find a buyer in the next month or so. I’m thinking I’ll simply shut it down... I’ve hired an agent to see to selling the property, though.”

      “Can you live without that income?” Daniel interrupted.

      Angling his head while he regarded his brother, David sighed again. “You tell me. You’re the one who keeps all the books.” He suddenly frowned. “And may I remind you, I do have an earldom that generates a bit of income—”

      “Very little income,” Daniel interrupted just before he finished his scotch. His inheritance upon their father’s death had been proof of that. Although he had enough to live on if he never married, he wouldn’t be able to support a wife and family without the monies he earned from his accounting and clerical duties for the Norwick earldom.

      “And some race horses that might earn a purse or two.”

      Daniel gave him a quelling glance. “Those damn horses cost you more than you’ll ever win at a racing match,” he reminded him. “But, yes, I suppose you’re set for life with what you’ve earned with the club so far.” He paused a moment, his brows furrowing. “Seems I’ll be out of a job, though.” The thought had him wincing in more ways than one. His income depended on David’s. The money he earned from keeping the books was money he planned to use to support his life with Clarinda.

      David’s brows shot up. “How so?”

      Daniel waved an arm toward the desk. “I won’t have any books to keep.”

      “Nonsense,” David countered. “I’ll still have the expenses of Norwick Park, and Norwick House, Fair Downs, and the earldom. Tenant cottages and such. Seed. Maintenance on the plows.” A wife. Her dowry alone would sustain them if the earldom no longer generated any income. “I hope you’ll continue to keep those ledgers, as I really don’t wish to employ a secretary.”

      One advantage about having a brother who was good with numbers meant David didn’t need to keep an accomptant for the businesses. He rather hoped Daniel would be amenable to simply continuing what he’d been doing but on a smaller scale.

      Or larger, if Clarinda proved to be an expensive wife. At least he would be gaining a dowry upon their marriage.

      Furrowing his brows until a fold of skin developed between them, Daniel finally nodded. “I suppose I can do that,” he agreed. “But I’m not giving up Lady Clarinda.”

      About to tell Daniel about Arabella Brotherton Tolson’s death, David realized he wouldn’t be able to do so without sobbing. So he merely nodded. “Perhaps we should allow Lady Clarinda to decide,” he finally suggested.

      Daniel’s eyes darted to one side, as if he were trying to sort just how Clarinda would know to choose him should both brothers be in the same room with her at the same time. They looked so much alike, she might not realize who was who.

      He was never allowed to spend more than a few minutes at a time in her company—there was always a lady’s maid with her—but he did have the advantage of having courted her. He knew her favorite flower. He knew what caused her to blush. He knew how to kiss her when the maid wasn’t looking.

      David doesn’t know all that, he reasoned. “Perhaps we should,” Daniel agreed. “May the best man win.”

      David frowned. “No. May the one that needs a wife and an heir be the one that wins,” he countered. He blinked then. “But not for a couple of days.”

      “Why?”

      Shifting in his chair, David hesitated before answering. “I’m heading down to Boxgrove tomorrow. To see Cousin Connie,” he said quietly.

      At the mention of Constance Fitzwilliam, Daniel suddenly stiffened. “Is something wrong at Fair Downs?” The memory of what had happened to Constance on the night of her come-out had him remembering that was also the night David had killed a man at Norwick Park—the thief whose attempt to steal a race horse had been thwarted by Constance, but at the expense of her virtue. Although the woman wasn’t yet old enough to be on the shelf, he rather doubted she would ever gain an advantageous marriage. Besides, Boxgrove didn’t offer much in the way of eligible bachelors. Most of the men in the small village were Benedictine monks.

      The earl gave a shake of his head. “No. Nothing that I know of, at least. But it’s past time I pay a visit to Fair Downs. See how she’s doing.” He didn’t add that he wanted their cousin to pay a call at Huntinghurst and befriend Isabella. His daughter needed a confidante, and Constance’s interest in horses was a match for Isabella’s. “But when I return, we shall both pay a call on Lady Clarinda. At the same time,” David said with a nod.

      Daniel leaned back in his chair and finally nodded in return, wondering at the sudden pall that seemed to settle over him just then. For when Clarinda was faced with both Fitzwilliam brothers at the same time—and was told which was which—would she know to choose him?

      Or would she choose the earl?
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            A PROPOSITION COMES FROM AN UNLIKELY SOURCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days later in Boxgrove, Sussex

      Constance Fitzwilliam knelt next to her favorite horse, tears collecting in the corners of her eyes until they finally spilled down her cheeks. Favor, better known as Twins’ Second Favorite to those who followed the horse races in England, lie with his head pressed against her knee. For a moment, he seemed to gaze up at the woman who had ridden him since the day he had been put out to pasture, his racing days over and his time as a stud just beginning. That had been over seven years ago, and during that time, he had seen to the creation of several generations of Thoroughbred horses in the stables at both Norwick Park and Fair Downs.

      One of them became a racer. Even won the Derby at Epsom Downs.

      Too bad father gambled away all the winnings, Constance thought as she regarded the dying horse through watery eyes.

      Edward Fitzwilliam, brother of the Ninth Earl of Norwick and a widower, had been an inveterate gambler. The winnings from Favor, and later, from Mr. Tuttlebaum, only provided more grist for the gambling mill.

      And then Edward had died, leaving his only daughter with enough funds to run Fair Downs, pay the servants, and make it to her majority. Given she was just two-and-twenty, it would be another three years before she could expect to receive her inheritance.

      The man’s nephew and owner of Fair Downs, David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, never took Favor or Mr. Tuttlebaum—or any of the other horses—back to his stables at Norwick Park. They are yours, he had told her following the brief graveside service for Edward. Part of your inheritance. I will be sure you have clear ownership of them all.

      The earl never visited Fair Downs after that—at least, not that she knew of. He only wrote on occasion to ask after her and her favorite horses. Now that he was set to marry Lady Clarinda in a month, Constance rather doubted she would hear anything more from her eldest cousin. She was sure he would prefer to forget about her, if only because of what he had done on her behalf the night of her come-out. What he claimed he’d had to do.

      Constance squeezed her eyes shut, the tears beginning anew for an entirely different reason.

      The sound of Favor’s labored breaths finally ceased, and Constance no longer suppressed the sob that robbed her of breath. The tears streamed freely down her cheeks as she dropped her head until her chin rested on her chest.

      “Oh, Miss Fitzwilliam, I am so sorry,” her lady’s maid said from where she stood several feet away. She had been on the hunt for her mistress for some time, rather surprised to discover Constance wasn’t in her bedchamber or in the stables but in the middle of the pasture behind Fair Downs’ manor house.

      Constance sniffled. “Thank you, Simmons.” She took a deep breath before using the backs of her hands to wipe the tears from her cheeks.

      Simmons was quick to offer a hanky from her own pocket. “I realize it’s not a good time, but Mr. Cruthers has paid a call. He wonders if you might have a moment to see him.”

      Frowning, the expression forcing a fold of skin to appear between her eyebrows, Constance regarded her lady’s maid a moment.

      Mr. Cruthers?

      Constance attempted to take a breath as she realized what her lady’s maid had just said.

      Why ever would the vicar be paying a call today of all days?

      She rather doubted the man knew Favor was to die on this day, and even if he did, she didn’t think a vicar would be amenable to performing a service on behalf of the beast. “I’m hardly dressed to receive visitors,” Constance murmured, wincing when she realized her round gown would be stained from the grass upon which she knelt.

      The lady’s maid gave a slight shrug. “Perhaps he’s thinking to court you,” Simmons suggested.

      Reeling as if she’d been struck in the face, Constance stared at Esther Simmons. She blinked and made a most unladylike sound, something between a snort and a sniffle. “I rather doubt that. He’s old enough to be my father,” she replied, finally deciding she had to get up. The prickling sensation in her legs, more pronounced now that she had been kneeling for so long, would only get worse, and then she would be unable to stand and walk without assistance. She dared another glance at Favor before lifting a hand toward Simmons. “Help?”

      Grasping Constance’s hand, the maid gave it a quick tug and stepped back until her mistress was on her feet. “Yet, the man is wearing his very best suit,” Simmons countered, her voice kept low as if she thought someone might overhear her.

      Not about to ask Simmons how she would know such a thing, Constance gave her a quelling glance. “Then I suppose I shall have to change into an appropriate gown,” she replied, wrapping her shawl about her shoulders against the sudden chill that crept down her spine.

      “I showed him to the parlor, and one of the maids is seeing to tea,” Simmons explained as they headed toward the house.

      Wondering at her lady’s maid’s comments about the vicar, Constance decided she didn’t want to know more. She wanted a chance to mourn Favor. “Could you let the groom know about Favor? I’d like him to arrange for a grave digger and a burial for him. I think a small headstone would be appropriate.”

      The lady’s maid stopped and stared at her mistress in shock before she realized Constance would have no patience for an argument just then. “Yes, my lady,” she replied with a nod. She dipped a curtsy before she hurried off toward the stables.

      The early spring morning was still chilly, the sun having just burned off the fog surrounding Fair Downs. As she made her way toward the main house, Constance allowed her gaze to sweep the horizon. The steeple in nearby Boxgrove was finally visible, as was a bit of blue sky. Perhaps it wouldn’t rain as it had for the past few days, although she felt her tears had been a close substitute on this day.

      A sob had her hiccuping as she entered the house, startled to find Mr. Cruthers standing in the hall directly in front of her. Why isn’t he in the parlor? she wondered as she gave a quick curtsy, Simmons’ hanky held to her nose. “Mr. Cruthers,” she said with a nod. Remembering the condition of her gown—and noting his gaze was about to take in the grass stains down the front—she added, “Please pardon my absence from the house. I’ve had a rather trying morning.”

      The vicar moved to take her hand, bestowing a kiss on the back of it. “Miss Fitzwilliam. Let me be the first to say how sorry I am you are having a poor morning,” he offered, his bushy eyebrows furrowing in concern. “Why, you look as if you’ve just received word of a death in the family.”

      Pulling the shawl from her shoulders, Constance held it in front of her stained gown and wondered how to respond. “Something like that,” she murmured.

      She had half a mind to make the man continue to wait whilst she went up to her bedchamber to change gowns, but decided she didn’t want him left by himself downstairs. Not that he would have made off with any of the silver—Christ! He was a vicar—but she couldn’t help but think he would begin snooping through the drawer of the escritoire if given half a chance. Then she wondered how long the man had been left unattended while Simmons searched for her.

      He’s probably been through all the drawers in the parlor and was on his way to find some more in another room, Constance thought with a sigh.

      “We missed you at Sunday services. I do hope you were not ill,” the vicar said, his head angled as if he almost hoped she would claim she was.

      Constance stiffened, trying her best to hide a flash of annoyance. “Thank you for your concern. I was quite well, but one of the mares was foaling at the time. I elected to be with her until such time as I could ensure she and her filly would survive.”

      This last had the vicar’s eyes widening. “I would have thought your groom could see to a horse,” he responded, the words said as if he were scolding her.

      Bristling, Constance had half a mind to ask the vicar to take his leave. “But then the groom wouldn’t have been in attendance at your service,” Constance countered, rather glad to see the look of utter confusion that seemed to settle over the man’s features as he tried to weigh the significance of one absence over the other.

      Uncomfortable with holding the conversation in the hall, she waved a hand toward the parlor at the same moment she noticed the maid coming from the kitchen with a tea tray. “Will you join me for tea?” A spot of tea would at least make the vicar’s visit more tolerable.

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Mr. Cruthers replied as he stepped aside and allowed Constance to precede him into the parlor. The vicar gave a nod to the maid before he followed, settling into an upholstered chair once Constance had taken a seat in the middle of the settee. She had spread out her shawl so it covered her lap and hung down to hide the grass stains.

      “My lady’s maid says you have come with news,” Constance prompted, hoping the man didn’t plan to stay long. She poured a cup of tea and added sugar before offering it to the vicar.

      “Why, yes,” he answered, apparently surprised by her words. “My esteemed colleague in Cocking has informed me there is a young woman among his flock who is in need of a... a friend,” he hedged.

      Constance paused in stirring her tea, her attempt to withhold a sour expression from appearing having failed. This wasn’t the first time the vicar had prevailed upon her to befriend some young woman. Just the year before, an unmarried girl from Chichester had been sent to live with an aunt only a mile from Fair Downs. She had visited the girl on several occasions, and despite their lack of common interests, they enjoyed several afternoons of tea and conversation. Once the pregnant servant finally agreed to marry the footman responsible, though, Constance never saw her again.

      “Oh?” she managed, not particularly interested. “And who might this one be?”

      The vicar helped himself to a Dutch biscuit. “A girl of quality, it seems. She has recently moved into Huntinghurst, in fact. A ward of the Duke of Huntington,” he explained before nibbling the edge of the biscuit. His furrowed brows made him look as if he had never tasted spiced shortbread before. Probably has only ever eaten English shortbread, Constance thought, resisting the urge to roll her eyes.

      Intrigued by the mention of a ward of the Duke of Huntington, though, Constance angled her head. “I wasn’t aware the duke had any family,” she murmured, her brows furrowing when she remembered talk of his late duchess. The petite, blonde woman, who had been in possession of a complexion so pale she had probably never set foot out of doors, had died in childbirth. The baby boy died, as well, leaving the duke in a state of melancholy in which some claimed he still suffered.

      Constance knew the couple had been childhood friends—her cousin, David, had mentioned it in a letter when he wrote that their marriage had been arranged long ago and was apparently a happy one. That Jane Ludlow would die in childbirth was no surprise, though. None of her older sisters had survived the childbed.

      “Oh, I don’t believe she is his family member,” Mr. Cruthers corrected her.

      Several guesses as to whom the girl might be came to mind, but Constance did her best to wait for the vicar to provide more information before she jumped to any unsavory conclusions. When he didn’t offer more information, though, she was forced to ask, “If not a family member, then how is it she became his ward?”

      At this, Mr. Cruthers stiffened. “Why, I was hoping you might discover the information when you meet her,” he replied. “My colleague assures me she is of utmost quality. A daughter of the ton—an orphan—with no place else to live. Since you are so closely related to an earl, I immediately thought of you and mentioned your close proximity—”

      “Close proximity?” Constance interrupted. “Huntinghurst must be... six miles away,” she argued, remembering the duke’s country estate was somewhere between Cocking and Singleton.

      “True, but you are a woman with horses. Surely you could make the trip in an hour in your gig,” he countered.

      Constance stared at the vicar is disbelief. Yes, she could make the trip in an hour, probably less if she simply rode one of her mares. Simmons would have to come along, though, and her lady’s maid wasn’t an accomplished horsewoman.

      Far from it.

      Which meant she would have to drive the gig.

      “Is there some other reason besides my relation to Lord Norwick that has you requesting that I... I befriend this girl?” she wondered, deliberately using the word ‘girl’ since she had decided the duke wouldn’t be housing a woman—unless said woman was his mistress. Propriety wouldn’t allow it.

      When the vicar’s eyes darted sideways, Constance realized there was a reason even before he finally said, “She spends all her time in the stables.”

      Her brows arching up in surprise at this bit of information, Constance gave a shake of her head. “You say that as if it is a flaw in her character.”

      He took a breath and held it a moment. “Well, my colleague is of the opinion it is,” he replied, immediately wincing when he realized his words would annoy his hostess.

      Straightening on the settee, Constance regarded the vicar with a steely gaze. “Should you see your colleague in the next day or so, please inform him that I shall be paying a call on this girl. I shan’t be disabusing her of the idea that it’s unseemly to spend too much time in the stables, however,” she warned. “Besides. What else is a girl to do with her days out here in the country?”

      She meant her question to be rhetorical, of course, but the vicar’s eyes widened before he blinked. “Why, embroidery, of course. Painting. Drawing. Learning French. Playing the piano-forté.”

      It was Constance’s turn to blink. The man had a point. It just didn’t seem to apply to her or apparently to the young woman who was sequestered at Huntinghurst.

      “Nevertheless, a woman who knows horseflesh and who can ride should be considered a valuable asset to any marriage-minded man,” she stated as she got to her feet.

      Caught off-guard, the vicar struggled to stand. “I was not familiar with that mandate, my lady,” he managed when Constance made it clear their time in the parlor was over by making her way to the door.

      “Well, now you are, Mr. Cruthers. Good day, and thank you for coming,” she countered as she held out her hand but not in a manner that would allow him to kiss the back of it.

      The vicar shook it rather lightly. “Good day,” he replied as he bowed.

      He took his leave of Fair Downs, rather disappointed he wasn’t granted the time to state his true intentions for making the call in the first place. He had hoped he might propose marriage and secure a positive response from the headstrong woman. Now that he gave it some more thought, though, he realized the two of them would probably never suit for the very reason that Constance Fitzwilliam seemed intent on putting her horses first. Since there were six of them in the stables at Fair Downs, that would mean he would end up in seventh place in her affections. And seventh place was a few pegs too low for his taste.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 12


          

          
            AN EARL PAYS A CALL ON A VICAR

          

        

      

    

    
      A half-hour later

      Elijah Cruthers eyed the glossy black coach parked in front of his vicarage and wondered who might be paying a call. He directed his horse to the mews that served most in Boxgrove and dismounted, relieved when a stableboy raced up to take the reins.

      “You weren’t gone long,” the boy commented, making conversation in the hopes of gaining a shilling from the vicar.

      His attention directed to his house, Elijah shook his head. He absently pulled a farthing from his waistcoat pocket and tossed it to the stableboy. “No, unfortunately,” he murmured before taking his leave of the mews. Seems he wouldn’t be making plans to wed in a month.

      The stableboy regarded the farthing a moment before watching the despondent vicar head off. “Your visitor looks like quite the gentleman,” he called out.

      Elijah paused and finally turned around. “Did you recognize him?”

      Shaking his head, the boy said, “Only that he’s been here ’afore. A day or two ago.”

      The vicar nodded and hurried to his house, realizing his visitor could be only one man.

      David Norwick. At least, that’s the name the gentleman had used when introducing himself. The name was even on the calling card the man had given him on his first visit. Even so, Elijah had reason to suspect the name was really an alias, as if the gentleman didn’t want his true identity known. He was the one who had sent him on the very errand from which he was just now returning.

      Had the man spied on him? Followed him to Fair Downs and watched as he made his call on Miss Constance Fitzwilliam?

      Frowning, Elijah had just stepped through his front door when his housekeeper hurried up to him.

      “He’s here again. That gentleman,” she said, her eyes wide but her voice kept to a hoarse whisper. “He’s even wearing a silver waistcoat,” she added as she stepped aside. “So elegant.”

      The vicar nodded, resisting the urge to roll his eyes at the mention of the man’s waistcoat. Their visitor was obviously a man of some means. “I couldn’t help but notice the coach parked out front,” he answered with an arched brow.

      Taken aback by this bit of information, the housekeeper dared a glance out the front window and gasped. “He’s got to be a rather wealthy gentleman,” she murmured. “Don’t you suppose?”

      “Now, now, Mrs. Fletcher. Whether he is or he isn’t, I rather imagine I shouldn’t keep him waiting,” he commented, an expectant look on his face. When the housekeeper didn’t immediately reply, he added, “What have you done with Mr. Norwick?”

      The housekeeper blinked. “Oh! I put him in your study,” she replied. “Then I took in some tea.”

      Elijah nodded. “Very good. Now let’s see what I can do for him.” He wasn’t about to say something about already having done something for the visitor—for a rather hefty tip. Even though Mrs. Fletcher hadn’t been working the day the gentleman first paid a call, she had obviously learned about it from someone in the small village.

      The vicar opened the study door and stepped through, relieved to find his visitor gazing out the study window. “So sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Norwick,” he said as he gave a short bow and made his way to his desk.

      “Quite all right, Mr. Cruthers. I was headed back to the capital and thought I would inquire as to whether or not you might have had a chance to see to that matter we discussed yesterday.”

      The vicar gave a nod, still wondering if he’d been followed to Fair Downs. “Just returned from paying a call on Miss Fitzwilliam, in fact,” he replied. “Although she seemed a bit... suspicious when I made the request, she assured me she would pay a call on the young lady at Huntinghurst.”

      David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, took a quick breath, relieved to hear that his cousin hadn’t rebuffed the vicar. He would have paid a call on Constance and made the request she befriend Lady Isabella himself, but then he would have had to explain his interest in the young woman. He rather doubted he could avoid telling Constance the truth—that he was Isabella’s father—but he still hadn’t wed Clarinda, and he didn’t want her learning about Isabella by way of gossip or an anonymous letter.

      He wasn’t ashamed of what had happened with Arabella Brotherton all those years ago. The heart wanted what the heart wanted, it seemed. He had spent the past nineteen years hoping Craythorne might succumb to an early death by illness, or lose his life in a duel, or suffer a coronary whilst riding one of his damned horses so that David could claim Arabella as his wife.

      Her untimely death had shocked David to his very core. Sure he would die of a broken heart, he was prepared to simply remain unmarried and allow his twin brother to inherit and marry his intended.

      But he didn’t die. Even after a week spent downing the contents of every bottle of spirits in Norwick House. Even after a week of wishing he could join Arabella in death, although he supposed that was mostly due to the hangover he experienced when he had finally finished off all the liquor.

      His brother had been the one to insist he sober up and return to Parliament. When Daniel’s words weren’t enough, his right fist to David’s jaw had done the trick, the sharp pain permeating his addled brain.

      Jesus, Davy. Your damned jaw ’bout broke my hand, Daniel had complained.

      He hadn’t responded to his brother’s words—at least, not verbally—but his head had cleared for the moment when he realized life would go on. That he had a daughter—one tangible result of his love for Arabella Brotherton—and, therefore, a reason to live. An earl to visit—time hadn’t lessened his desire for vengeance, and initial reports from Basingstoke only mentioned that the untimely death of the Countess of Craythorne was due to an ‘unfortunate accident’.

      Duty called. There were the entertainments of the Season to enjoy—balls, soirées, and musicales. Sessions of Parliament to attend. A future wife to court. Heirs to sire.

      David’s attempt to pay a call on Maxwell Tolson, Earl of Craythorne, had been met with news that the earl wasn’t at Craythorne Castle and had not been for over a week. He’s quite bereft at the loss of his countess, the butler said in a quiet voice. And now his daughter. She went for a ride and never returned. We fear she has died, as well.

      Although he had been tempted to assure the man that Lady Isabella was still alive, David kept mum and instead pressed the butler for more information on the cause of death. She fell and hit her head, my lord, the butler responded. It is said she died instantly.

      When David paid a call on the coroner in Basingstoke, the man merely shrugged. Terrible accident, he agreed.

      Any evidence of strangulation? David asked carefully.

      The coroner frowned. Can’t say if there was or wasn’t. I never saw the body.

      When the coroner couldn’t provide information as to whom might have seen the body—whom might have prepared Arabella’s body for burial—he gave another shrug. I was in Portsmouth at the time.

      Frustrated, David made his way southwest to a coaching inn in Chichester, intending to pay a call on his cousin. The idea of recruiting the vicar to approach Cousin Connie came to him when he overheard the man mention his avocation during his luncheon at the coaching inn. He followed the vicar to his small cottage and made his acquaintance a few hours later.

      “Are you unwell, Mr. Norwick?”

      The sound of the vicar’s voice brought David out of his reverie with a start. “I apologize. Something you said had me woolgathering,” he claimed. He sighed. “You say she seemed suspicious?” he repeated.

      The vicar took a seat and poured more tea into the earl’s cup before he poured one for himself. “She has reason to be. The last time I asked her to pay a call on a lonely young woman, it was because the chit was... well, she was in the family way, but she wasn’t yet married, you see. Then the young man who was responsible appeared and married her the next day. Poof, and they were gone back to the home where they were both servants. With nary a fare-thee-well, I might add.”

      David gave a nod. He rather wished Arabella had hidden somewhere so that he might have married her. Craythorne would have been furious, but...

      He shook the thought from his head. No more living in the past. No more regrets, he thought as he regarded Mr. Cruthers for a moment. “I rather imagine Miss Fitzwilliam wasn’t too happy to lose a new friend.”

      “Probably not,” the vicar agreed, not bothering to mention that Miss Fitzwilliam was actually rather annoyed by the whole affair. “But I told her what you said about the horses. That seemed to get her curiosity up. I rather imagine she’ll be paying a call at the duke’s estate in the next day or so.”

      The earl finished his tea, contemplating this bit of news. “I do appreciate your help in this matter,” David said as he moved to stand up. He paused at the vicar’s next words, though.

      “I fear my arrival occurred at a rather awkward time, however.”

      David blinked. “Oh?” He sat back down.

      “Seems her favorite horse died this morning. Twins...” He shook his head. “Something Favorite?” he offered as a possible name.

      The earl’s eyes widened. “Twins’ Second Favorite,” he murmured, the memory of the colt’s birth suddenly in his mind’s eye. He and Daniel had watched the foaling, and they had both declared the horse to be their second favorite of all that had been born that year at Fair Downs. Their first favorite, a consummate racer, was now well past his prime and had been put out to pasture at Norwick Park. “I’m sorry to hear it,” he added with a shake of his head.

      Realizing his visitor must have known more about Miss Fitzwilliam than he first let on, Elijah said, “Perhaps you could do me the favor of... recommending me to Miss Fitzwilliam?” If Miss Fitzwilliam held this Mr. Norwick in high regard, then perhaps a good word would have him moved up a few pegs in her estimation. At the earl’s sudden frown, he added, “I went there today to do your bidding and to ask if I might court her, you see, after I had secured her assurances she would see to the young lady at Huntinghurst. But the death of the horse had her in a most melancholy state.”

      No doubt, David almost said. “You would be wise to consider someone else to be your wife, Mr. Cruthers,” he warned suddenly.

      “Oh?” the vicar responded as he straightened in his chair, one eyebrow arching up in question. For once, the man appeared as if he might have a backbone.

      “I rather doubt Miss Fitzwilliam will ever agree to be anyone’s wife. Unless you are a man with a stable full of horses, trust me when I tell you this, she would not make a suitable wife for you.” And with that, David Fitzwilliam stood up, bowed, and took his leave of the vicarage.

      Elijah Cruthers was left staring at the tea tray, wondering how it could be a woman would love horses more than him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 13


          

          
            A VISIT TO HUNTINGHURST

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day

      “How early do you suppose a daughter of the ton would be up and about?” Constance wondered from where she sat in the small breakfast parlor at Fair Downs. Although the morning sun had just begun to light the cheery room, it was still rather early in the morning. Instead of wearing her usual riding habit—she frequently exercised one of the horses just after breakfast—she had chosen to wear a sprigged muslim gown in a pale blue. A darker blue redingote and matching hat would make for an appropriate ensemble she could wear to pay a call at Huntinghurst.

      Simmons helped herself to another rasher of bacon and joined her mistress at the table. Although she usually had breakfast with the other servants of Fair Downs in a small room off the kitchen, Constance had requested her company on this day. “I’m quite sure I wouldn’t know,” she replied. Not ever having worked in service in an aristocrat’s home, she was unfamiliar with the schedules. “Why ever do you ask?”

      Constance considered how much to tell her maid. “The day looks as if it will be a fair day for a drive. I’m thinking of paying a call at Huntinghurst.” She waited a moment, wondering how Simmons would react. Sometimes the lady’s maid behaved in a most timid manner, afraid of everything and everyone.

      “Huntinghurst?” Simmons repeated, her eyes widening in shock. “Doesn’t a duke live there?”

      “Sometimes,” Constance replied, quite sure he was there during the hunting season. As for this time of year, she had no idea. Now that Huntington’s ward lived there, perhaps the duke would be there more often.

      The more she thought about the young woman who was apparently Huntington’s ward, though, the more curious she became. If Mr. Cruthers hadn’t mentioned the chit’s propensity for spending time in the stables, she wouldn’t have considered paying a call. “I need someone to ride with me, either in the gig or on horseback.”

      Realizing her mistress was offering to take her along as opposed to the stableboy, Simmons’ face lit up. “May I join you? It’s been an age since we went to Chichester,” she said with some excitement.

      Constance resisted the urge to remind her lady’s maid they probably wouldn’t be stopping in the largest town in the immediate area. “Then I’ll have Jenkins hitch up the gig. Can you be ready to go in an hour? I shouldn’t want to arrive too early in the morning.” She probably shouldn’t even plan to be at the front door of Huntinghurst before one o’clock in the afternoon, since morning callers in London were said to arrive about that time.

      Why ever call them ‘morning calls’ when they occurred after twelve o’clock? she wondered.

      Constance was about to answer her own question with a thought as to when aristocrats might enjoy a luncheon, but Simmons was nearly bouncing in her chair.

      “Oh, yes, my lady,” Simmons assured her, a smile splitting her face. She suddenly sobered. “You’ve said nothing of his visit yesterday, but may I inquire as to what happened with Mr. Cruthers?”

      Taking a drink of her coffee and wincing at how weak it tasted—cook was probably running low again—Constance considered how to respond. She really didn’t want to tell the servant about the odd conversation, but she could share at least one important bit of information. “Well, he did not ask to court me, if that’s what you were expecting,” she replied, about to add, Thank the gods, before she thought better of it.

      Her eyes rounding in disbelief, Simmons suddenly blinked several times. “I... I was so sure,” she murmured. “It’s just that, you’re...” She stopped and stared at her plate.

      “I’m what?” Constance wondered.

      Her lady’s maid seemed to slump in her seat. “Not getting any younger,” she whispered. “You’ll be considered on the shelf in just a few years...”

      “I’ll reach my majority in just a few years, at which point I can claim my inheritance,” Constance corrected her, one eyebrow arching up with her claim. “If I marry, my inheritance becomes my dowry, and I will have no claim to it at all.”

      Simmons stared at her mistress in shock. “Don’t you want to be married?”

      The younger woman allowed a sigh, not quite sure what she wanted just then. One thing was certain, though. She didn’t wish to be courted by Mr. Cruthers. And given most of Boxgrove’s residents were the Benedictine monks who lived at the local monastery, she rather doubted she would be courted by anyone else. It was time she consider living the life of an independent woman for the rest of her life.

      After all, hadn’t she already been doing so?

      “It’s not a matter of what I want or don’t want,” Constance finally answered. “But a matter of availability. Should a man ever wish to marry me, it will be because he appreciates my horse sense.”

      And he’ll have to have some, too.

      The lady’s maid allowed a sigh that made her position on the matter quite clear, but then she also knew the funds to continue running Fair Downs might run out before Constance could claim her inheritance.

      Despite her mistress’ late mother having hid money throughout Fair Downs in an effort to keep it from being gambled away, it was becoming harder to find the meager treasure. “I’ll tell Jenkins about our need for the gig, and then I’ll change into a gray gown,” Simmons said as she stood up, gave a quick curtsy, and took her leave of the breakfast parlor.

      Less than an hour later, the two were climbing onto the bench of the small gig. Mr. Jenkins turned over the reins to Constance with a reminder that the black shire didn’t require the use of a crop, and that he would be taking the wagon to Chichester to pick up the household’s latest order of provisions.

      Simmons carried a basket filled with bread, cheese, apples, and a bottle of ale. Her sewing basket dangled from one arm. In the event she would be left with nothing else to do while Constance paid the call at Huntinghurst, she could spend the time repairing clothing. The lady’s maid sincerely hoped she might meet a maid or two at the manor house—or even a footman, for that matter—but she wasn’t counting on it. How many servants would even be on staff at a hunting lodge?

      Daring a glance at her chronometer, Constance was relieved when it was just a bit past eleven when the shire pulled into the semi-circular drive in front of Huntinghurst. If what the vicar had said was true about the duke’s ward, then the girl would certainly be up and about by now.

      The manor was far larger than she expected—she had always thought it was supposed to be a hunting lodge—and she nearly had the gig making a U-turn before they reached the imposing Ardingly sandstone structure.

      Although most manor houses appeared to grow straight out of the ground with little in the way of landscaping at their base, Huntinghurst obviously employed a full-time gardener. The row of Palladian windows along the ground floor were set off by square-cut boxwoods, and spiral topiaries flanked the front door. In front of the boxwoods, newly-bloomed red tulips decorated the entire length of the house. A row of tiny white flowers provided a contrasting edge at the base of the tulips.

      “It’s three stories tall,” Simmons remarked, her mouth left open after she made the statement. “There must be hundreds of flowers.”

      “I’ll bet it has wings out the back,” Constance remarked as she pulled the shire to a halt just shy of the front door. If so, there was most certainly a garden out back—kitchen gardens, if nothing else—and probably a pond. She was about to consider the possibility of a folly, but before she could secure the reins, the front door opened, and a butler stepped out.

      “Good morning,” the man said with a bow before offering a hand to assist them.

      “Good morning,” Constance said as she stepped down from the gig, giving her skirts a quick shake. “I do hope I am not too early to pay a call.”

      Peters paused just as he was about to assist Simmons from the conveyance. “If you’re here to see the duke, my lady, I’m afraid His Grace is not in residence,” he replied, his manner a bit guarded.

      Constance angled her head, rather relieved to hear it. “I’m actually here to pay a call on his ward. Is she in residence, perhaps? I am Miss Fitzwilliam from Fair Downs.”

      The butler seemed rather surprised, his brows furrowing as if he wasn’t quite sure how to respond. He motioned them toward the front door before saying, “Lady Isabella is in residence, but she’s not exactly in right now.”

      Arching a brow, Constance had to suppress the urge to grin. Butlers could be ever so confusing. “So, she is out?”

      Sighing, the butler nodded. “Out at the stables.”

      Constance allowed the grin. “Do you suppose I might be allowed to join her there? And would there be somewhere my lady’s maid could wait whilst I visit with Lady Isabella?” At least she had a name for the ward—and she was fairly sure the girl was an aristocrat’s daughter given how the butler referred to her as ‘Lady Isabella’ as opposed to ‘Miss Isabella’.

      “You’re sure you don’t mind, my lady?”

      The butler seemed ever so surprised by her request. Surprised, and was that a bit pleased? she wondered. Was Mr. Cruthers’ colleague correct in his supposition that the ward didn’t have regular callers? “Not at all, seeing as how I’ve made the trip from Boxgrove, Mr...?”

      “Peters,” the servant replied with a nod. “I’ll escort you there and have the stableboy see to your horse,” he said as he turned and led them into the house. “Your lady’s maid is welcome to stay in the servant’s dining room.”

      Apparently overhearing the butler, a footman suddenly hurried off down the hall, and Constance wondered if he was off to fetch the stableboy. No other maids or footmen were apparent from where they stood in what might have been the vestibule—had it not been such a large and open space. Her gaze had her taking in the rich paneling—what little of it she could see. There were so many paintings hung on the walls, hardly any of the woodwork showed!

      Constance did her best not to boggle at the sight of the painted ceiling or the chandelier that looked as if it could hold a hundred candles or more. Straight ahead, a wide staircase led up to a landing where the stairs split and went off in opposite directions. Above the landing, a huge window did little to provide light for the stairs. The glass seemed to have discolored, or perhaps it had been made unclear on purpose.

      “This way,” Peters said as he led them down the hall to the left before turning again to the right.

      As they passed a few open doors on their way to what seemed to be the center of the house, Constance dared a glance toward what appeared to be a salon filled with floral upholstered furniture—a bit of a surprise for a hunting lodge, she considered. The odors of vanilla and vellum wafted from another room—the library, no doubt—while another room looked as if it might be a study.

      Although she had spent a good deal of her youth at Norwick Park, the country estate of the Norwick earldom, that property had nothing on Huntinghurst when it came to marble floors, paneled walls, and painted ceilings. The artwork on display—huge paintings and marble busts mounted on fluted columns—lined the hall through which the butler led them.

      When Constance realized she hadn’t seen a single animal’s head mounted on any of the walls, she decided Huntinghurst wasn’t a hunting lodge at all but rather a country estate.

      Peters paused when a housemaid appeared from one of the rooms, murmuring instructions that soon had Simmons leaving their company with the maid.

      Upon exiting another large door, Constance nearly stopped in her tracks. Her guess about the house having wings was confirmed when she realized they were exiting close to where the east wing jutted out from the main house. A crushed granite path, parallel to the east wing, led south. A quick glance to the right showed another set of doors near the west wing along with a matching path.

      As for gardens, there seemed to be several of them tucked into the three-sided courtyard. The kitchen garden ran the length of the east wing, that structure apparently providing protection from the elements. Another long garden ran the length of the west wing, a riot of color already on display despite the time of the year. Climbing vines laden with bright green leaves and pink blossoms nearly hid the lower story of the stone walls from view.

      Constance’s attention was captured by what lay ahead, though, for the most colorful garden was the farthest from the main part of the house. A parterre design of clipped boxwoods surrounded a series of evenly spaced clusters of flowers. The six wedge shapes formed by the boxwoods pointed to a small marble fountain in the center.

      The crushed granite path took them past the garden as it veered to the left. Once the path cleared the east wing, the crushed granite was replaced with a series of what appeared to be freshly installed flagstones that led directly to the stables.

      Constance couldn’t help but feel a bit of envy at seeing the large structure. Built of the same Ardingly sandstone as the main house, it looked as if it could house at least two-dozen horses.

      “Tell me, Mr. Peters. Is Lady Isabella expected to live here at Huntinghurst very long?”

      The butler seemed to stiffen as he walked, as if her question triggered a warning. “I’ve not been apprised of the long-term plans for the young lady,” he replied carefully. “However, she was introduced to me as His Grace’s ward.”

      Constance considered the answer. Certainly a ward wouldn’t yet be one-and-twenty. “I only ask because I was hoping she and I could become riding partners. I don’t have one, you see, and...” Her words were cut off when a loud curse suddenly emanated from the stables.

      A curse voiced by a female.

      A most unladylike curse.

      Peters pretended he didn’t hear the shout of ‘you hellion!’ and continued. Meanwhile, Constance had stopped in her tracks and was now hurrying to catch up to the servant, half-tempted to ask if a woman was berating a man or a beast.

      When she peeked around the open door to the stables and paid witness to a dark-haired woman tugging on the bridle of a yearling, she knew immediately who the hellion was.

      “Lady Isabella, may I present Miss Constance Fitzwilliam? She has come to pay a call,” Peters announced from where he stood just inside the entrance. He turned and gave their visitor an arched brow. “I’ll have tea brought to the parlor,” he said before giving a bow and taking his leave of the stables.

      “Oh,” Isabella said as all the air seemed to go out of her. Curiosity had the yearling giving up his fight with Isabella, and he now walked of his own volition to join their guest.

      Constance stared at the horse, stunned at how much he looked like Twins Second Favorite must have looked, back when the racer had been but a yearling.

      “I apologize. I’m sure I must have sounded like a shrew just then,” Isabella said as she came alongside the horse. “It’s very good to meet you, Miss Fitzwilliam,” she said.

      Constance finally tore her gaze from the yearling and angled her head to one side before dipping a curtsy. “My lady, it’s so kind of you to receive me,” she managed, not adding that the ward didn’t seem to have much of a choice. The butler could have had her wait in the vestibule and made the trip to the stables without her. But then she wouldn’t have had the opportunity to pay witness to the well-designed interior of the stables.

      “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” Isabella said as she glanced back and forth between the horse and Constance.

      “I think I am seeing him right now,” Constance whispered. She gave her head a shake. “I have reason to believe he looks just like Twins Second Favorite did at that age. And he’s probably just as stubborn.”

      “Hermés is that,” Isabella agreed. “Although he seems fascinated by you,” she added as she continued to watch the two. “Who is Twins Second Favorite?”

      Constance lifted a gloved hand to the horse’s head and very gently slid it up to where a white diamond interrupted the rich brown coloring of the bay. “He was a racer, although not as fast as his brother, Twins Favorite. Twins is still alive—he has at least another year or two left in him I should think. He lives at Norwick Park. But after that...” She allowed the sentence to trail off as she gave her head a shake.

      Isabella blinked at hearing a reference to Norwick Park but then winced at the woman’s implication for the future of the horse. “How many studs do you have in your stables?”

      Lifting her hand from Hermés’ head, the visitor gave her head a shake. “Mr. Tuttlebaum and Mr. Wiggins are the last, I’m afraid, but they are true brothers. All the rest in my stables are mares and their foals. I dare not breed them together,” she said with a shake of her head. She didn’t add that Mr. Tuttlebaum’s and Mr. Wiggins’ sire had been borrowed from a nearby viscount’s country estate. Bounder, one of the horses that spent their days in a pasture a few miles from the ones surrounding Fair Downs, seemed glad of the attention Constance bestowed on him and simply followed her to Fair Downs one spring day. He immediately took to her favorite mare, Amasia. Their first colt, Mr. Tuttlebaum, went on to win her father a good deal of money by winning every race in which he was entered. A few years later, and this time with the permission of the viscount, she once again bred Bounder to Amasia, producing Mr. Wiggins. He had been born the same night as her come-out. “This boy will make an excellent stud some day,” Constance remarked as she studied the yearling.

      Watching how Hermés seemed so calm in the woman’s company, Isabella leaned in and asked, “Would you be amenable to a trade, perhaps?”

      Constance eyed the younger woman for a moment. “What... what kind of trade?”

      Biting her lower lip, Isabella reconsidered what she was about to say. The grooms had both claimed they could do nothing with Hermés. She was determined to find a suitable stud for Artemis—the mare was ready for motherhood, she was sure—and bringing a new line into the stables might be better than the line breeding she was considering. Especially if Miss Fitzwilliam’s horse was from a line of racers.

      Isabella didn’t even stop to think what the duke would say. It was his horse, although the man didn’t seem to give a whit for what happened in his stables. “Your Mr. Wiggins for a day in exchange for him,” she said in a whisper.

      Blinking, Constance wondered if the chit was daft. This yearling was a perfectly formed horse, obviously from good breeding stock. “But, why ever would you get rid of such a darling?” she asked as she smoothed her hand over Hermés’ withers. The yearling nickered in response, moving a bit closer to Constance.

      “He adores you,” Isabella said in a whisper, a bit of jealousy making her wonder how the woman did it. “But he’s picking fights in the pasture. He bites ears. He’s stubborn as a mule, and the groom hasn’t been able to get shoes on him.”

      Constance allowed a grin. “He’s just testing you. He obviously wants to be the dominant male in the stables.”

      “Well, he’ll have to age a few years before that’s going to happen,” Isabella countered. “There are already several ahead of him.”

      Mr. Tuttlebaum was too old to be a dominant stud these days, Constance figured. The yearling would have the opportunity to share the pasture with mares he might one day impregnate. “Are you sure?” she asked, her gloved hand returning to the yearling’s head.

      “I suppose I should see this Mr. Wiggins and his pedigree charts,” Isabella replied.

      Constance nodded. “Agreed. I don’t have the charts with me, of course, but I have them in my memory.” She glanced around the interior again. “These stables are magnificent,” she breathed.

      Isabella nodded. “Indeed. Apparently the duke used to race a few of these horses, but one of the grooms says he hasn’t done so since his duchess died.” When her visitor seemed perplexed by this bit of news, she added, “I’m hoping I can see to some contenders for the coming years. For when he regains his interest.” She crossed her arms and regarded the yearling again. “As for you, young man...”

      “Where were you taking him?” Constance asked.

      “I was going to tie him to a post near the parterre garden. Teach him some patience whilst we have tea. Or perhaps he just needs to run.”

      Constance took his lead, and they headed back to the gardens. Hermés stayed close and halted as she tied the lead around a metal ring attached to the side of the orangery. “It looks like you do this often,” she commented, noticing a pail of water set against the sandstone building.

      “Just started, actually. I’ve only been here a couple of weeks. Given there are only two grooms and a stableboy, there isn’t time for them to train every horse for riding. So I do what I can.” She turned toward the house. “You will join me for tea, I hope?”

      Smiling, Constance nodded and gave Hermés a light tap on his nose. “I’ll be back to check on you in good time.”

      The horse nickered as the ladies made their way back to the house.

      “Are you a friend of the duke?” Isabella wondered, thinking perhaps the woman expected to find Huntington in residence.

      “Oh, no. I’ve never met the man,” Constance replied with a shake of her head.

      Isabella had to resist the urge to stop in her tracks. “Have you visited Huntinghurst before?” she asked, wondering what had the young woman paying a visit.

      “I have not. The vicar in Boxgrove—Fair Downs is just outside of the village—he paid a call yesterday with news of you. Said you could use a visitor.”

      Isabella paused before she opened the door, wondering how a vicar in Boxgrove would know anything about her. She was about to ask when Constance added, “He claimed his colleague in a village up the road told him about you.”

      “Oh,” Isabella replied, rather surprised by this bit of news. She hadn’t attended church services since her arrival, but she had located a small chapel in one corner of Huntinghurst.

      But how could a vicar have known of her presence?

      They made their way to the parlor, where a tea tray had been left on the low table in front of the settee. Momentarily at a loss, Isabella waited until her guest was seated before she settled onto the settee. “Forgive me, but I haven’t served tea in a very long time. How do you take yours?”

      “With milk and sugar,” Constance replied, secretly thrilled she could have sweetened tea. She rarely indulged given how expensive sugar could be. “I cannot be your first caller since your arrival.”

      “Oh, but you are,” Isabella replied as she poured the tea. “If I didn’t speak to the horses and the maid who sometimes helps with my buttons, I wouldn’t say anything more than ‘good morning’ or ‘good night’ all day long.”

      Constance considered her hostess’ words, realizing life in the manor was probably as lonely for Isabella as Fair Downs could be for her at times. At least she had a lady’s maid in Simmons to help keep her company. “Where did you used to live?”

      Isabella handed her guest the dish of tea and wondered how to respond. “Near Basingstoke. The duke took me in when my mother died.” She managed to get through the words without a lump developing in her throat, but she hoped they could speak of something else. “Miss Fitzwilliam—”

      “Oh, do call me Connie,” her visitor interrupted. “I am quite sure we’ll become fast friends.”

      Isabella allowed a grin. “Isabella, then. And I do hope Fair Downs is not too far away. I should like us to ride together. You do ride?” This last was said as if she feared the woman was only interested in raising horses—not riding them.

      “Of course I do, although I fear Fair Downs isn’t close enough for us to meet every day. It’s six miles south, and I think a bit east of here,” Constance explained, one gloved finger drawing a map in front of her. “Maybe twice a week?” she offered, noting Isabella’s sudden expression of disappointment.

      Obviously excited by the prospect of having a riding partner, Isabella’s eyes widened. “Meet halfway?”

      Constance furrowed a brow as she considered where that might be. “Or I could just tether a horse to my gig and come all the way here. My horses all need exercising,” she murmured.

      “You would come all the way here? Twice a week?” Isabella queried.

      “How old are you? And how often is the duke in residence?” Constance countered, one eyebrow arching as if that should answer the question.

      “Nineteen. And I have no idea. He accompanied me the day I was brought here and said he would be back in a few weeks. He only stayed a day before he left to return to London.”

      Constance frowned, rather surprised to hear that the duke had left his ward with little in the way of company, and apparently no companion. “With stables like his, it’s a wonder he doesn’t just live here,” she replied. “What keeps him in London, I wonder?”

      Isabella blinked. “Parliament, I suppose. The Season’s entertainments.” She wasn’t thinking of a mistress when she made the comment about entertainments, but wondered if Constance did when Isabella noticed how the woman’s eyebrows arched up. “London probably has more to offer than Chichester.”

      Not having spent time in London, Constance didn’t offer a rejoinder. And she thought it better she not suggest the duke probably kept a mistress in London. Didn’t all aristocrats? She was fairly sure her cousins both did. In fact, David owned a brothel, a fact she shouldn’t have known but did because she had once overheard her late father speak of it.

      “What of your husband...?” Isabella stopped, remembering how Constance had been introduced. “Pardon me, Peters said you were Miss Fitzwilliam.” Her eyes widened when she remembered the name.

      Was she related to Lord Norwick? She must be! She had mentioned Norwick Park.

      “I am not married,” Constance stated with a shake of her head. “Happily not so. I am merely biding my time until I reach my majority and can collect my inheritance.”

      Isabella frowned before lifting the teapot to offer more. “But... what will you do?” she asked as she refilled both cups. Isabella couldn’t imagine a future without a husband. Without children. Without horses.

      Well, Constance would at least have horses, she reasoned. Perhaps that was enough.

      “I shall have funds enough to run Fair Downs as it should be. I wish to add onto the stables and raise racers,” she explained, not about to admit she would have to seek permission from her cousin, the Earl of Norwick. Fair Downs was an entailed property of the earldom, after all.

      “Me, too!” Isabella claimed, setting down her tea as she leaned forward. “It’s been my dream ever since I came here and saw just how grand stables could be.” She didn’t mention that her father’s stables were extensive, as well. She had thought them rather grand until her first day at Huntinghurst, when the duke had taken her for a tour of the house and stables.

      Her visitor grinned. “As for a husband... I rather doubt I shall ever marry,” Constance claimed. “I am already two-and-twenty with no prospects in sight. Most of the men in Boxgrove are monks.”

      Isabella blinked. Other than how Constance had described its location earlier in their conversation, she had no idea where Boxgrove was—she’d never even heard of the village—but the thought that there were no prospects for marriage hadn’t crossed her mind when she agreed to Lord Norwick’s plan that she move to Huntinghurst.

      “Lord Norwick made the arrangements with the Duke of Huntington for me to stay here at...” She stopped and angled her head to one side, once again remembering how the woman had been introduced. “Are you related to Lord Norwick, by chance?”

      Constance straightened in her chair, rather stunned to hear her cousin’s name only a moment after she had paid him a thought. “I am. Lord Norwick is my cousin, in fact.” Her eyes widened and she suddenly slumped a bit, a sigh escaping. “I believe I have just sorted how it is the vicar knew of you,” she said in a quiet voice.

      Isabella’s eyes darted to one side. “I did wonder since I haven’t yet been to church. Pray tell, what do you know?” She had a brief moment of fear when she thought her presence at Huntinghurst had already become common knowledge among the locals. Locals as far away as Boxgrove. At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before word of her location reached Craythorne Castle.

      “David is my oldest cousin. The next oldest is his twin brother, Daniel. I owe David much, as he allows me to run Fair Downs as I see fit. He conveniently forgets about us, you see.” Mostly because I don’t want him to remember me. “But if he is the one who saw to it the duke took you in as his ward, then I’m quite sure he is the ‘colleague’ who informed the vicar of your presence here.” She didn’t add that David had probably bribed the man to pay the call on Fair Downs yesterday.

      So much for Simmons’ idea that Cruthers wants to court me. What a relief!

      Isabella allowed a sigh. “I do hope that is the case.” She dared not tell Constance everything just then. Perhaps after they had met a few times for rides around the estate, then she would confide in the woman.

      “What of the duchess?” Constance suddenly asked. “There must be a new one. How often is she in residence? We never hear of her.”

      Shaking her head, Isabella leaned forward and whispered. “There isn’t a new one. The only one died in childbirth. I think His Grace is still quite bereft over her loss. He loved her, you see.” She paused a moment, one brow furrowing. “The servants claim the duchess never even made the trip to Huntinghurst.”

      Constance boggled at this news. “Then she was a fool,” she said, her gaze wandering about the beautifully appointed parlor. “Have you ever been in the room that would have been her bedchamber?”

      Blinking, Isabella dared a glance at the open door before she leaned forward and said, “Once. It’s gorgeous, although the drapes are always pulled shut so it’s very dark in there. She had her own bathing chamber, as well. All marble with a copper tub.” The thought of taking a bath in that tub had crossed her mind several times since the day she had discovered the bathing chamber off the mistress suite. A day when it had rained the entire day and left her with nothing to do but explore Huntinghurst.

      “I don’t believe aristocrats love their spouses,” Constance said suddenly. “Maybe they feel a bit of affection for one another. But certainly not love. Not when their marriages have been arranged since before they were out of leading strings.”

      Isabella frowned. “But it’s not like that anymore,” she claimed with a shake of her head. She continued to frown, though. Well, it was that way for her parents. At least, that’s what she believed as she grew up watching her father forgive her mother’s frequent bouts of contrary behavior. And although she was quite sure her father had felt affection for her mother, she was now wondering if the beast ever really loved Arabella Brotherton. If he had loved her, then how could he kill her? Strangle her to death? Over... what?

      Isabella blinked, remembering that afternoon of only a few weeks ago. She had been in the dressing room reading her mother’s correspondence. Had Craythorne discovered the letter from ‘D’? Thought perhaps Arabella had taken a lover and then killed her in a jealous rage? She was about to allow her mind to wander more but then remembered she had a guest.

      Isabella gave her head a shake, determined to wipe away the questions she had about her father. “Your cousin claimed he is to marry Lady Clarinda. The Tattler always featured articles about those two secretly meeting in Kensington Gardens.”

      Angling her head to one side, Constance wasn’t about to counter the young lady’s claim. It was true David was betrothed to Lady Clarinda, but given the lady was the same age as Constance and the deadline for their nuptials—Clarinda’s twenty-second birthday—had already passed, Constance thought perhaps someone else might be courting Clarinda by now. “I cannot imagine David escorting anyone in Kensington Gardens. Daniel would, of course. He’s the romantic twin,” she murmured, her expression changing entirely with the mention of the younger twin brother. “If David does finally marry her, I will send a letter welcoming Lady Clarinda to the family,” she added with a sigh. “And then I shall pity her for the rest of my life.” This last was said with a good deal of humor, as if Constance knew something about her cousin that most did not.

      Isabella merely grinned, suddenly realizing the cousins were probably happy to know one another. She grinned even wider after a moment, happy to have a new friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 14


          

          
            AN EARL PAYS A CALL ON FAIR DOWNS

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Boxgrove

      Spotting the glossy black coach parked in front of Fair Downs, Mr. Jenkins knew immediately who was paying a call. Having just returned from Chichester with that month’s food stuffs, the groom quickly parked the wagon behind the coach, gave a small apple to each horse, and made his way to the front door.

      “Lord Norwick?” he called out as he reluctantly stepped through the front door. Normally he would enter through the back, but with everyone else gone, he didn’t want to startle the visitor.

      The tall earl poked his head out of the parlor. “Hello, Jenkins,” David said. “Any idea where the lady of the house might be?”

      The groom gave a bow. “She’s paying a call over at Huntinghurst. Don’t expect her back for another hour or so, though,” he said. “Can you stay that long, my lord? I can see to some tea whilst you wait.”

      “Won’t be necessary,” David said as he approached the groom. He held out a ten pound note. “I was just here to pay the staff and check on the place.”

      His eyes boggling at the sight of the money, Jenkins hesitated a moment before taking it from the earl. “This is for all of us then?” he asked, thinking the ten pounds would be split among all the servants.

      “That’s for you. I’ve left another one for Miss Simmons on her bed, one for the housekeeper—it’s on the desk in her office—and one in the kitchen for the cook. Where is she, by the way?”

      Jenkins’ face seemed to pink up a bit. “Down at the coast. Her husband’s ship came in day ’afore yesterday. We don’t expect her back until tomorrow,” he added with a waggling brow. “The scullery maid has been doing the cooking in her stead.”

      David nodded his understanding. “Conjugal visit, of course.” He angled his head to one side. “Housekeeper?”

      Jenkins shook his head. “Haven’t got one. Miss Fitzwilliam has been seeing to it herself.”

      Wincing at this bit of news, David peeled off another bank note from a roll he held in one fist and gave it to Jenkins. “Give it to her. Tell her she has to hire a housekeeper,” he demanded, his words a bit harsh. He suddenly sighed, realizing the groom agreed with him about the need for another servant.

      “Oh, I will,” Jenkins said with a nod. “I’ll see to it she doesn’t squirrel it away with the rest of her mother’s money.”

      David frowned before he realized what money the groom was referring to. “Well, give my cousin my regards, then. I’m off to London. I’m about to finally take a bride, Jenkins.”

      The groom blinked. “Lady Clarinda, by chance?”

      The earl gave a start, rather surprised the groom would know of his intended’s name. “How did you know that?”

      Jenkins gave a shrug. “Simmons reads us The Tattler during dinner some nights. I must say, the roses are a nice touch, my lord.” He glanced down at the bank note he held and his eyes widened. Holding the ten pound note as if it were pure gold, Jenkins shook his head. “My lord, Miss Fitzwilliam already pays us a salary,” he said in a quiet voice, not adding that it was far less than what the earl was giving out.

      “Mr. Jenkins, Fair Downs is an entailed property of the Norwick earldom. Salaries are my responsibility,” David stated, almost as if had said the words many time before.

      The groom merely nodded. “She appreciates it, my lord. Really, she does. She’s just... proud, is all.”

      Allowing a sigh, David finally nodded. “Well, if the funds should grow short again, you might mention the possibility of some of her mother’s money behind the books in the study,” he suggested with a wink.

      Jenkins blinked again, the air going out of his lungs in a whoosh. “Yes, my lord. I won’t tell it was you who left it there.”

      “I appreciate your discretion.” David was about to take his leave of the house but paused. “I was very sorry to learn of Twin’s Second Favorite’s passing,” he said in a quiet voice. “I know he was her favorite.”

      Lowering his head a bit, Jenkins finally nodded. “He was my favorite, too, my lord. But now, Mr. Tuttlebaum has that honor.”

      David gave a nod, remembering how Mr. Tuttlebaum had managed to win every race in which he was entered. Too bad his younger brother, Mr. Wiggins, hadn’t been listed in Weatherby’s Giant Stud Book. At three years of age, he would have been eligible for last year’s races, David considered. Perhaps he would see to it Constance could enter him in the Ascot when he turned six. If Mr. Wiggins won, then Constance would have the winnings along with her inheritance and be set for life.

      A capital idea, David thought has he climbed into his coach for the trip back to the capital.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 15


          

          
            DOUBLE THE CHOICE, DOUBLE THE CONFUSION

          

        

      

    

    
      Three days later

      Clarinda Anne Brotherton dared a glance at the ornate mantle clock in her bedchamber and wondered how much longer she would have to wait before the butler appeared. Open on the dressing table was the missive she had received shortly after waking that morning.

      
        
        My dearest Lady Clarinda,

        A matter most urgent requires your attention. A reckoning, if you will, for you have a decision of utmost importance to make. Please accept my call at four o’clock this afternoon. Should you require an excuse to meet with me, say it is to ride in Hyde Park during the fashionable hour, for you may require the time to make your decision.

        Yours very truly,

        D

      

      

      The handwriting was familiar, of course. She had received other missives from ‘D’. She was betrothed to the man, after all. But this one mentioned something urgent, and other than the plans for their upcoming nuptials, she could think of nothing else requiring urgency.

      Despite expecting it, she still gave a start when the sound of a sharp rap came from the door. “Come!” she called out. She dared a quick glance in the mirror in front of her, rather hoping her riding hat didn’t hide too much of the coiffure Missy had managed to create just the hour before. Her dark hair, wound into a simple chignon and secured with flower-tipped pins, would have been suitable for a ball, dressed as it was.

      The butler stood with his gloved hands behind his back. “There are two gentlemen calling on you, my lady,” he said as he held out white pasteboard calling cards.

      Angling her head to one side, Clarinda frowned before getting up from the dressing table. “Two?” she repeated. “But I was only expecting...” She was about to say ‘D’, but thought better of it. “Norwick.”

      His eyes darting to one side, the butler seemed at a loss as to how to respond. “One of them is Lord Norwick, I am sure,” he replied carefully.

      Clarinda took the calling cards, examining each a moment before raising her eyes back up to meet the butler’s. “Oh, dear,” she murmured quietly. For in her hands, she held identical cards. Identical except for three letters. Or just one, depending on how one arranged the letters.

      “I apologize, but I do not recall which one gave me which card,” the butler murmured, his manner most apologetic. “Not that it would have done any good, though, seeing as how they’re dressed exactly the same.”

      Frowning so a fold of skin developed between her brows, Clarinda gave her head a quick shake. “I don’t understand.”

      Allowing a slight sigh, the butler straightened. “You will when you see them, my lady. I’ve shown them both to the parlor. I’ll bring tea in a moment.”

      “Bring the scotch, too,” she ordered.

      Or maybe I’ll have brandy.

      Clarinda hurried from the bedchamber and watched as the butler made his way to the back stairs. She had to slow her steps as she reached the top of the main stairs. Lifting the skirts of her riding habit, she carefully lowered herself down each step and was nearly at the bottom before she remembered her hat. She was about to go back up, but male voices sounded from the parlor, and they were tinged with a hint of anger. Or perhaps it was merely anxiousness. Nevertheless, curiosity had her proceeding to the parlor doors.

      About to breeze in as she would with any of her lady callers, Clarinda stopped short before she was one step beyond the threshold.

      She blinked.

      She managed to bob a curtsy.

      She even lifted both hands as the two gentlemen callers lowered their lips to the back of her knuckles and brushed identical kisses over them.

      But that’s as much as she could do before a gray cloud seemed to replace the images of the two men who stood before her.

      Two identical men.

      “She’s fainting,” one of the men said as he moved to get an arm beneath hers. The other followed suit, and soon the two had her half-sitting on the settee.

      “Do you have any smelling salts, Danny?” David asked as he found a fan and began waving it in front of her face.

      “Of course not,” Daniel replied, his manner betraying his annoyance with his brother. “But you should have known this was going to happen,” he accused. “The least you could have done was come prepared.”

      “Should I loosen her corset?” David asked, leaning over as if he intended to undo the buttons down the front of her riding habit.

      “No!” Daniel replied. “The butler said he would be bringing tea...” He stopped, rethinking his protest. If his brother was caught with his hand down Lady Clarinda’s corset, his chances at being the one chosen by her to be her husband would probably be significantly reduced. “Although, I suppose if you must...” he suddenly encouraged.

      David gave his brother a quelling glance. “I have to do something,” he argued, his gaze taking in the beauty whose head was leaning back against the top of the settee. Her swan-like neck, fully exposed, led to an oval face featuring a peaches-and-cream complexion with just a faint dusting of freckles on her pert nose. The high cheekbones weren’t as evident in repose, but her long, dark lashes were. He had half a mind to kiss one of her eyelids. God, she is beautiful, he thought, rather shocked he hadn’t noticed before. She looks like Arabella. Behind those eyelids, he knew her eyes were green. Or blue. Or both.

      Deciding to find out, he leaned over and gently kissed both her eyelids.

      “David!” his brother admonished him. “What the hell?” But his protestations stopped when he realized Clarinda’s aquamarine eyes were fluttering open. She was staring at his brother with an expression that easily betrayed how besotted she was with him at that moment.

      David lifted one of her hands in his and held it a moment. “My beautiful bride,” he murmured before leaning over to kiss her palm.

      Rolling his eyes, Daniel was about to put voice to a complaint when he realized Clarinda had turned her gaze on him. “Hello, Clare. I do hope you’re feeling better.”

      She angled her head and took a quick glance at both of her visitors. “Who are you?” she asked.

      Feeling as if his stomach had dropped to his feet, Daniel sighed. “The man who wants to make you his wife, of course,” he replied. “The man who has courted you in Kensington Gardens. Given you dozens of pink roses. Bestowed a sapphire ring on your finger,” he said as he moved to lift the hand on which the ring was displayed. “I wanted to give you our grandmother’s ring, but our mother, Dorothea, is still wearing it.”

      Clarinda furrowed her brows at his claim and pulled her hand back before he could grasp it. “Norwick?” she asked, her question betraying her confusion.

      “At your service,” David replied with a bow.

      Smiling, Clarinda angled her head and said, “I knew you had a twin brother, but you didn’t tell me he looked exactly like you,” she admonished lightly.

      David gave a slight shrug. “Which is why I thought to bring him along. So that I might introduce you.”

      Clarinda turned her attention to Daniel, whose expression betrayed the murderous thoughts he was having of his older twin brother just then. “Have you been in town long?” she asked, her inquisitive expression faltering just a bit as she paid witness to the man’s sudden anger. What had he said about Kensington Gardens? she wondered, finally feeling as if she had recovered from her fainting spell. Seeing two Norwicks in the parlor was enough of a shock, but it didn’t help that her lady’s maid, Missy, had tugged her corset strings a bit too tight. She could barely breathe!

      Daniel’s chest compressed just a bit. Despite her attention on him, she didn’t seem to recognize him. Didn’t seem to realize that he was the one who had been courting her. That he was the one who bestowed the stolen kisses on her in Kensington Gardens. That he was the one who gifted her with pink roses. “Of course, I have,” he replied. “The entire time I’ve been courting you, in—”

      “The entire time I’ve been courting you,” David interrupted, still holding onto one of her hands.

      Daniel was about to say something like, What, two minutes? but realized Clarinda was gazing at his brother with a look so besotted, she might have been a girl fresh out of the schoolroom and not the woman of two-and-twenty she was.

      How can this be happening? he wondered, his chest compressing so he actually winced. Am I having a coronary? What the hell?

      “You’re looking a bit peaked, brother,” David said suddenly, his face betraying a hint of concern that actually looked genuine. “Are you ill?”

      “That was my thought, exactly,” Clarinda chimed in, her gaze finally resting on Daniel. “The tea should be here any moment, but perhaps you could use some brandy. I think there’s a bottle here—”

      “That won’t be necessary, my lady,” Daniel said with a shake of his head. He moved to get up from the settee, a combination of anger and hurt—nay, betrayal—providing the strength he needed.

      He would deal with David in private.

      His hand still hurt from when he had punched his brother just two weeks ago, but more important, he didn’t want Clarinda paying witness to his lack of skills as a pugilist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 16


          

          
            A DUCAL VISIT TO A WARD

          

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later

      Timing is everything, Octavius considered as he regarded the luncheon that had been set before him. The Angel, one of the oldest coaching inns in all of England, was the perfect place to rest his horse and enjoy a pint of ale with his food. Just behind him, a burly driver had taken a seat along with a servant, the liveried man putting voice to a complaint about how much longer their trip south would take. When the man mentioned Craythorne, the duke paid closer attention.

      “Don’t fash yourself. I’ll get you there ’afore nightfall,” the driver said just as the tavern maid delivered their pints of ale.

      “And you know where this cottage is?” the servant pressed. “I’ve not been to his lordship’s seaside retreat before.” The manner in which he said ‘seaside retreat’ was most facetious, Octavius thought, which had him wondering where this particular servant usually worked.

      The driver made a sound not unlike a snort. “Outside Southampton, of course. Not too far from civilization.”

      Octavius realized just then that the liveried servant certainly wasn’t from Craythorne Castle in Basingstoke—Guildford was in the wrong direction if they were headed to Southampton.

      “Trust me, you’ll like it better than London in the summer,” the driver continued. “And seein’ as how the earl won’t be going back to London anytime soon, it’s either work at the cottage or you’ll be seein’ to finding a new position.”

      “I suppose,” the servant replied, rather dejected. Any further talk was interrupted by the delivery of their meals, and a moment after that, word that the horses had been changed out on their coach, and that they needed to leave.

      Octavius dared a glance at the two servants as they took their leave of The Angel, half-tempted to follow them to Craythorne’s cottage. He remembered his own coach, though, still somewhere on the way to Guildford from London—he had passed it a half-hour out of Guildford—and decided to continue to Huntinghurst.

      Once he finished his early luncheon, Octavius was about to take his leave when his coach pulled into the yard. He grinned at the driver and groom, giving them a wave as he set Poseidon on the road south to Cocking. The change of coach horses would take just twenty minutes in the inn’s yard, but he had no intention of waiting.

      The coach had departed the duke’s townhouse more than an hour before Octavius took his leave on Poseidon. He had given instructions to the driver to wait for him at Guildford. Octavius had thought to ride his horse only halfway to Huntinghurst and then spend the rest of the trip in the coach, but the fine summer day and Poseidon’s determination to run on this day—apparently the entire distance to Huntinghurst—had him changing his mind.

      Curious as to the endurance of his mount, he wondered how long Poseidon could last. The beast had been restless of late, and with so many mares in season in the city, the beast seemed more anxious than usual. A few days at Huntinghurst after a hard run could only help his disposition.

      And perhaps his own as well. Mourning Jane was making him maudlin. Old.

      Nowadays, he spent his early mornings riding along the Serpentine. He spent his days in Parliament—the current session wouldn’t end until mid-July. He spent his late afternoons in Kew Gardens, staring at the red roses Jane had said were her favorites. He spent his evenings reading. He spent his nights fighting nightmares.

      And of late, he had been spending far too much time wondering how he was going to tell his ward the story of how her mother had died. At least, according to Craythorne.

      Perhaps she already knew, he considered. The newspapers in London had finally included the death notice, buried on the page with the rest of the obituaries. The Earl of Craythorne hadn’t made an appearance in London since the death of Arabella, his few letters to associates mentioning his heartbreak at having lost his wife to a horrible accident.

      
        
        Arabella tripped and hit her head on the footboard,

      

      

      Craythorne had written to his late wife’s brother, the Earl of Heath.

      
        
        Despite my attempts to revive her, she was already lost to me. I had her buried in the family plot on the Craythorne grounds.

      

      

      That letter had been written just a few days after Isabella was dispatched in a ducal carriage to live at Huntinghurst. When Octavius approached Albert Brotherton, Earl of Heath, to give him his condolences, he wasn’t surprised to learn Heath was rather suspicious about the circumstance surrounding his sister’s death. I cannot help but believe he had something to do with her death, Heath offered as he indicated the letter he had received.

      When Octavius asked if he might read Craythorne’s account of the tragedy, the earl immediately handed him the missive. I sent a man to investigate, Heath said in a quiet voice. But the servants all told him Craythorne grieved for two days—first for Arabella and then for his daughter—and then he disappeared from Basingstoke.

      Do they suspect he was complicit in her death? Octavius asked then. Should they be willing to talk, servants could be a wealth of information about their masters and mistresses.

      Heath took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Not a one. Those who were willing to speak at all said Craythorne was in love with Arabella. Devoted to her.

      Octavius remembered frowning at the comment. Isabella had never mentioned Craythorne’s devotion to her mother. Had the shock of seeing the man leaning over Arabella, his hands around her neck, completely obliterated any good memories she might have had of her father?

      But he couldn’t give the question further consideration when he realized Heath was regarding him with a quizzical expression. You are suspicious as well? he asked.

      Octavius allowed a noncommittal shrug. Did your man interview anyone who handled the body? Could he confirm she died of a wound to the head?

      Shaking his head, Heath allowed another sigh. He could not.

      After taking his leave of Stockton House, Octavius found Norwick at Brooks’s and passed along what he had learned from Heath. We may never know the truth, he warned the earl.

      Octavius would never forget Norwick’s response.

      I will. If it takes killing the man, I will learn the truth.

      

      Octavius was nearly to the turnoff for Huntinghurst when he spotted two mounts heading in his direction. Slowing Poseidon to a canter, he watched as the two riders made the same turn he would be making in another few hundred yards.

      Isabella, he realized, with another woman. He watched as they continued, apparently unaware of his approach. Both rode with practiced ease, their backs straight and the skirts of their riding habits spread in perfect arcs along one side of their mounts.

      Poseidon reared his head, apparently unhappy with the slower pace. “Settle down, you beast,” Octavius murmured as they made the turn. The women were already around the next bend, but Poseidon soon had them back in sight just as the two mounts stopped in front of Huntinghurst. He could hear the women chatting as they slowed their mounts.
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