
  
  
      
        
          A Rogue's Reckoning

          
		      
          Jane Charles

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  


The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.



A Rogue’s Reckoning

Copyright © 2024 by Jane Charles



All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without written permission.



This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Claxton Family Tree
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Hawthorn Family Tree
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About A Rogue’s Reckoning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Jane Charles
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
About A Rogue’s Reckoning




Lord Seth Claxton embraced the life of a rogue: brandy, women, gambling. His luck with cards led him to establishing his own gambling den from which his wealth grew. That is, until those who usually sat at his tables started gambling at a more respectable establishment owned by his cousin. 

For Miss Frances Hawthorn, the limited prospects of who she might marry were uninspiring. While many misses had a sea of gentlemen from whom they could choose, hers had always been limited due to a lack of dowry. Thus, Frances retired to the side of the ballroom, happy to claim her wallflower status, and was determined to forge her own path.

What she had not counted on was a gentleman from her past upsetting the balance of her perfect world. Now she fully intends to have her revenge by beating the rogue at his own game. 








  
  
Dedication




When I need to brainstorm ideas, there is a group I visit first and they are the members of my private reader group Romance and Rosé. For this book, I could not come up with the names of two clubs: one where gentlemen gambled and the other was a salon with gambling owned by a woman. These ladies helped me brainstorm the perfect names:


Carol Thomas, Claire Gesling Phillips, Chris Deanne, Sheere Doran,


Jennifer Schantz, Sandi Nadolny, Ann Hosler, Pat Wille Robinson,


Beth Hinterleiter-Udall, Laura Legace, Lana Lee Birkey


If you like to brainstorm or just want to know more about my books, characters or settings, join us at 











  
  
Chapter One




London, England – Autumn, 1817  

It is an unusual occurrence that I find myself in Town this time of year. Previously my visits had lasted only so long as the Season. However, as members of my family had reason to be in London, I asked to join them in anticipation of a quiet visit.

Sometimes the Season is simply too much, even if all I do is stand by a wall and observe. It is impossible to escape the crowds, even in such large venues as Hyde Park, therefore, I was quite looking forward to strolling Bond Street, visiting Hatchards, the British Museum, and even the theatre without having to endure large groups of people.

Unfortunately, my assumptions of a practically abandoned London had not been accurate.

Though, in truth, it is not nearly as crowded as the Season, but entertainments certainly did not stop and there are still far more people present than is comfortable. Once it was known my family was present, invitations to various events began to arrive and I once again began observing, and often listening, as I did when Mrs. Edmund Hawthorn despaired as to her niece’s behavior, which I could not understand. Miss Frances Hawthorn is not only a wallflower like myself, but a spinster at the mature age of eight and twenty. However, that is not what was troubling the aunt. It is Miss Frances’ association with Athena’s Salon.

I have yet to step foot in the establishment simply because I have not received an invitation, though I would like one. I am certain that it is a far more interesting place to be than standing off to the side of a ballroom.

Athena’s Salon opened only four months ago and became a success over the summer months when most of society was in the country. Not only is it a gathering place for intellectual discussion but possesses a gaming room as well. Further, it is owned and operated by two women, one of them being the Duchess of Ellings who established the salon as a place for women to gather as gentlemen do at White’s. However, His Grace convinced her that gentlemen should be allowed as well. She agreed but only if those gentlemen crossing the threshold treated the women with the same respect as they did gentlemen and that their equal intelligence be acknowledged. 

Given how many gentlemen consider a woman’s worth little more than a broodmare, I am truly surprised by the success. Perhaps not all is lost and gentlemen will finally begin to see that women have more value than providing a dowry and producing heirs.

Of further interest, quite a stir was caused when Lord Seth Claxton stepped into the Lady Heath’s ball. From what I understand, he has not been seen at a Society event in nearly five years, which was before I was ever presented. They say that once his gaming den, The Emerald Garter, became a success, he ceased attending polite functions and chose to spend his time at his club. 

There is much speculation as to why he was making an appearance now. Some claim that he has decided to take a wife and wished to have it out of the way before next spring. No doubt many mothers of eligible misses will want to know if he has changed before allowing the likes of Lord Seth near their innocent daughters. Though, they do say that a reformed rake makes the best husband. The question remains—is it even possible for Lord Seth to have reformed? From what I understand, he is quite happy with his life of debauchery.

Lord Seth could also have decided to make an appearance after such a long absence for reasons nobody could possibly comprehend, but no doubt I will learn soon enough.

Observations of a Wallflower


      [image: image-placeholder]If anyone were to ask, Seth Claxton could not be happier. In the five years since he had opened The Emerald Garter, a gentlemen’s gaming establishment, he had achieved his dreams. Seth was not only financially stable, but he was rich. However, he would only remain as such so long as The Emerald Garter continued to be a success.

Privately, and only to himself, Seth admitted that something was missing. A small bit of emptiness in the pit of his stomach, which he did his best to ignore. He suspected the cause as it had begun five years ago and grew just a little larger with each passing year.

When he had first come to London, Seth had enjoyed all the benefits and privilege of the second son of a duke. His evenings were spent at balls where he danced and took turns about the room with pretty misses and beautiful ladies. He would then venture into the card rooms, gentlemen’s clubs or gaming hells with many nights ending at his favorite brothel for more intimate pleasures. 

By the time he was five and twenty, he had also earned the reputation of rake, a rogue and eventually been called a scoundrel because supposedly he had broken many hearts, which was quite unintentional if it were even true. Seth still couldn’t understand how it could have even happened since he’d not even kissed an innocent, let alone confessed to any deeper emotion.

There was only one broken heart that he would take responsibility for, and it was the one that continued to haunt him.

Regardless of decisions made in the past, Seth still missed Miss Frances Hawthorn and likely always would.

Perhaps that was the reason he’d been suffering from melancholy of late and in need of something to lift his spirits. But, as nothing could be done for his current state, Seth rose from his desk and made his way into the gaming room of The Emerald Garter and wondered where half the usual players were. 

He anticipated a decrease in attendance during the summer months because many of those who sat at his tables retired to the country following the Season. But several also returned in the autumn, especially those gentlemen who lived in London and did not own country estates. Thus, there should be more players at his tables but there was hardly anyone. Some had even stopped paying their dues.

If business did not increase, he might need to close. 

“Have gentlemen given up gambling?” he asked his barkeep, Jonathan, as he settled onto a stool.

“It is early,” Jonathan said. “Most have not sat down to dinner yet.”

That could be a reason for low attendance today, though places like White’s did not lack patrons in the afternoon.

“Did you meet anyone new when you attended Lady Heath’s ball?”

“No,” Seth answered. It had been the first ball he had attended in five years and had not been at all comfortable, especially with those present whispering behind open fans, speculating as to his appearance. He had not remained long, especially after he learned that there was no cardroom and that Lady Heath expected everyone to remain in the ballroom dancing. For that reason, he greeted the gentlemen he knew, exchanged pleasantries, then left. 

“I still think it is wise that you return to Society.” 

While Seth was saving to open The Emerald Garter, he had attended balls and other entertainments because he needed to be friends with the gentlemen who liked to gamble and would likely want to become a member of his gaming establishment. He had also become a regular at the darkest of gaming hells, befriending those who would rather visit a respectable and fair establishment, but did not have the ranking to be allowed entrance. Anyone could be a member of The Emerald Garter so long as they could pay the membership fee, no matter if they were a duke or a tailor. 

After his club had become successful, Seth never attended another ball nor participated in the Season again. 

“I do not want to return to Society,” Seth grumbled. 

“How else do you plan on increasing membership and meet those new to London?” 

“I meet gentlemen at White’s.” 

“Not those who have been blackballed,” Jonathan reminded him. “Were they not the very patrons you were hoping to attract because you hated the idea that one voting member, by dropping a black ball into a bag instead of a white one, meant that membership would be denied?”

“It is the reason I do not hold such a practice.”

“Then how can you meet those who wish to be part of your gaming den if you cannot meet them at a similar establishment.”

Blast, his barkeep may be correct, but he would not face Society alone as he had at Lady Heath’s ball and he knew the perfect woman to accompany him.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Think of your family. Think of your sisters and how your actions may affect them,” Aunt Mae implored.

That is all Miss Frances Hawthorn thought about.

When her Uncle Edmund had become the guardian of Frances, her younger siblings, and a cousin fifteen years ago, he had been quite lost since he had been a bachelor of two and thirty with no intention of marrying. In fact, he had left his nieces to reside in Frances’ family estate for ten years with only a governess and servants while he lived in Yorkshire, the estate inherited by Frances’ brother, Miles, only six-years-old at the time. 

Uncle Stuart, the former Earl of Albany, had not been the best decision maker and always looked for the easiest and quickest way to riches. He had also been a fool! Or maybe he just had the worst luck of anyone who had ever lived, but no matter what Uncle Stuart had touched or invested in, it had failed and when he died, he was so far in debt that Uncle Edmund had not been able to recover. In a panic the year Frances was to turn eighteen, he had married a spinster, Lady Mae Wilson. 

“Your youngest sister will be brought out next year. How will Society judge Adina when you are not even living with your family, but at a…above Athena’s Salon.”

“The salon takes place in the home where I will be living, and only four nights a week. It is not as if I have taken rooms above a tavern,” she reminded her aunt. “It is a salon for the discussion of arts, sciences and politics and I have the opportunity to earn wages by managing the gaming room.”

Aunt Mae grasped the back of the chair. “This is even worse than I thought.” She fanned herself in a manner that one assumed she might soon have a fit of the vapors. “Employed! Living at the salon! Neither of your sisters will make a good match when you carry on in such a way.”

“I disagree. My association with Her Grace, niece to another duke, can only benefit my family, especially Adina, whom no one has yet met,” Frances argued. Her employer had offered to see that her younger sisters and cousin were introduced to all the best people in Society and receive coveted invitations, all in hope that they’d make successful matches. 

“Yes, well, I am certain that His Grace will soon put a stop to his wife’s little hobby and have her concentrate on the business of producing an heir.”

One could do both. From what Frances understood, it did not take so long to go about making an heir, not even an hour, she supposed. Not that she had any experience in such, but she’d overheard enough discussions to know that the act does not take so very long.

“Adina will already have to face speculation with you being eight and twenty, wallflower and spinster.”

“Were you not eight and twenty, also a spinster, when my uncle married you?”

“My circumstances were quite different.”

Aunt Mae likely remained unwed because she was quite restrained and judgmental of others in Society. More so than any gossiping matron that Frances had ever encountered. 

“Those other gentlemen only wanted my wealth but tried to convince me that they had tender affection for me when I knew differently. Only your uncle was honest enough to admit the truth when he called on me. He also confessed that he needed my assistance to guide his nieces, which I fully embraced. I think the only reason you are a failure is that when we met you were already eight and ten, no longer influenced while your sisters were thirteen and nine—young enough for me to mold.”

Frances nearly snorted. The only molding that Aunt Mae had accomplished was that her sisters and cousin wanted to be nothing like their aunt. 

“Though, I cannot understand why neither Hope nor Bryn have married.”

“I believe they only wish to wed for love.”

“Yes, well, such does not last, even if one is silly enough to believe that it existed in the first place.”

Frances did not argue. She had foolishly believed herself in love once and it had nearly destroyed her soul. Lord Seth Claxton had rejected not only her heart but the friendship they had shared for ten years. She was much wiser now. “Hope and Bryn are intelligent women and can decide their own future without influence of me or anyone else. If they choose to wait for love, then I applaud them. If they decide to settle, it does not matter to me so long as they are happy. And, if they become spinsters, then I certainly will not judge them because life is far too short to suffer through unpleasant circumstances.”

Frances pulled on her gloves, then tied the bow of her bonnet beneath her chin. “I shall be going now. My trunks have been packed and they are loaded onto the carriage and I do not wish to delay my move any longer than necessary.”

Aunt Mae’s grey eyes hardened. She did not approve of Frances and would likely give her the cut direct next Season.

“I do not believe that you can fully appreciate the damage this will do to your sister.”

Frances nearly rolled her eyes, but such disrespect would only anger Aunt Mae further and she had grown tired of this argument. “Hope does very well in Society and my status has not affected her in the past nor will it in the future.”

“You were not employed previously. You simply enjoyed cardrooms when you were not holding up a wall at any gathering.”

It had not been Frances’ intention to be a wallflower when she first came to London, but Society had decided such for her, likely because of her age when she had finally enjoyed a Season and the fact that she was poor and would bring no dowry into a marriage. By the following Season, Frances had fully embraced her standing in Society. “Then advise them to limit their association with me and tell Adina to stay by Hope or Bryn’s side and to ignore me completely,” Frances said as she turned for the door.

“I am not finished, Frances.”

“I am,” were her parting words as she stepped toward the door. “Give everyone my love when you return to Yorkshire.”

“I do not understand why you are so bitter when we have done everything that we could for you.”

“I am not bitter, Aunt Mae, simply pragmatic,” Frances answered. “But I really must be going. Good day.”

She quickly hurried from the townhome her uncle still retained despite their lack of funds before Aunt Mae could say another word and blew out a sigh once she settled into the hackney. 

Love indeed!

She knew that is what her sisters and cousin hoped for, and Frances had not discouraged them. Just because love had failed her did not mean they may not find it for themselves. Besides, if she cautioned them, they may ask why and those reasons would never be revealed. To this day, the relationship that she had once shared with Seth remained a secret. She would hide it from herself if that were possible.

However, he had taught her a very valuable lesson. Love cannot be trusted. Never again would she give her heart to anyone and thankfully there was no need for her to ever wed.








  
  
Chapter Two




Seth hated that Jonathan was correct in that he needed to rejoin Society outside of The Emerald Garter. It was the only opportunity he would have to meet potential new members, but he had no intention of venturing out alone again and went in search of his younger sister as soon as he returned home. He found her stitching in the parlor. 

“What plans do you have tonight?” he asked.

Blythe arched a brow. “The same as every night.”

“Sitting alone in this house,” Seth confirmed.

“It is what I prefer,” she reminded him.

Perhaps his decision to return to Society would also benefit his sister.

Blythe was only five and twenty and already a widow. She’d met and married Lt. John Clay then followed the drum. When he was killed at Waterloo, Blythe had returned to England but could not bring herself to continue home to the family estate in Laswell. She had begged Seth to let her live with him—a quiet existence. At the time, he had assumed that Blythe simply wished to mourn in peace, except that had been a little over two years ago and she rarely left the house. He also suspected that she suffered from melancholy but forced a smile in his presence.

Seth had not pressed her for details or information about her years on the Continent, or even her marriage because the few times he had broached the subject, she claimed that she did not want to talk about that time. 

Even though he was content as a confirmed bachelor, he did not mind his widowed sister living in his home, but worried about her and would like to see Blythe out and enjoying herself. 

“I thought to take in the play being performed at Theatre Royal.”

“I am certain it will be enjoyable,” Blythe offered as she continued her embroidery.

“Especially since you will be joining me.”

Her hands stilled, as did her entire body, before she slowly glanced up. “Me?”

“Yes, you,” Seth encouraged.

“I do not wish to attend the theatre,” she hastily answered and returned to her stitching.

Seth blew out a sigh and settled across from her. “You cannot spend the rest of your life hiding in this house.”

Her lips pursed as her eyebrows drew together. “You wish me to leave?” The question was barely a whisper.

“Of course, I do not,” Seth quickly assured her. “But I want you to start enjoying life again.”

“I enjoy it well enough.”

“I would believe you, but as you really have not attempted to return to Society, how can you be certain?”

“I was in mourning,” Blythe argued.

“That ended a year ago,” he reminded her. 

Blythe closed her eyes and dropped her chin and Seth feared that perhaps he was asking too much of her. He would never do anything intentional to cause any of his sister's discomfort, but he truly was concerned.

After a moment, Blythe took a deep breath and lifted her head. “Very well. I will accompany you to the theatre,” she finally agreed. “Though I am doing this more for you.”

“Me?”

“It is about time you did something with your evenings beside spend them at The Emerald Garter, with your mistress, or here.”

Seth didn’t tell her he hadn’t engaged a mistress in nearly a year. Such discussion should not be had with a sister, even if she had been married.

Maybe that was what he needed. Bed sport had often put him in an excellent mood, and it had been months since he engaged in such. Perhaps the doldrums he’d been suffering could be easily and quickly rectified. He might even be enchanted by an actress in need of a protector tonight, which is what he hoped as he entered the theatre. 

From his vantage of the private box, Seth was able to identify many of the patrons and made note of those gentlemen whom he did not know but who were in the company of others whom he did with intentions of gaining an introduction. He also noted the gentlemen who had been absent from his gaming den of late and wished to inquire why. However, all thoughts of The Emerald Garter vanished when he glanced at the box directly across from his and sucked in a breath at the sight of Miss Frances Hawthorn. The only woman he had ever loved or ever would.

She had not yet looked in his direction and Seth took the time to drink in her appearance. Her golden curls shimmered in the lamplight and she smiled at something her friends had said. He remembered that smile as well as the laughter and joy that used to sparkle in her warm brown eyes. 

His heart warmed with memories from the past, of being in the gardens, of painting the sitting room, and reading awful poetry from the books they’d taken from the lending library, and so many hours that they’d spent hidden away in the cottage. 

Seth dropped his chin and chuckled, recalling how Frances had filled the entire house with smoke when she had attempted to make biscuits for them. 

They shared a friendship for ten years. Laughter and love, and as Frances had once said, they had healed. His happiest memories were of times he spent with Frances.

God, he missed her. His body ached to hear her voice and touch her hand again. No doubt he was nothing more than a distant memory to her, but she would always haunt his heart.

With a smile, he recalled the first time they had met and how their unusual and unexpected friendship had begun.

It had been the summer of 1802, fifteen years ago, and Seth had been in search of a place that held no memories of Amelia, his twin sister who had just died. He had wandered the woods and surrounding areas of Laswell until he came across a cottage hidden in the woods. Seth had lived in the area his entire life and had not known it was there. By the dilapidated state, it almost seemed to have been forgotten. Curiosity is what had drawn him forward and after looking in windows, noting nobody was within, he opened the door, stepped inside and wandered about. He then returned to the parlor and the emotions that he had tried desperately to bury rose. He had managed not to cry at the news of Amelia’s death, or that of his stepmother, and stoically stood during the funeral and when they were placed in the ground. Only his sisters and grandmother had shed tears, but not his father or older brother, so Seth would not allow himself to cry either.

Except, it had been getting more and more difficult to hold those emotions inside and he was just about to give himself permission to grieve when the front door of the cottage opened. He quickly wiped away the tears that had started to form and turned to see who it was, hoping that he hadn’t entered the home of someone, though there were no signs that anyone lived here.

“Hello, Lord Seth,” Frances had greeted him with curiosity.

“Miss Hawthorn,” he returned. His voice had been rough and he had to clear his throat.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“I was wandering the area and came upon the cottage. I thought it was abandoned.”

“It is, or was…”

“It is no longer?”

She sighed and glanced around. “Nobody lives here but I have decided to restore it.”

“You?” The idea was ridiculous. She was only thirteen.

“Yes, me,” she answered defiantly. “It is something that I need to do.” Her voice had dropped, filled with sadness. It was then that he had recalled that he was not the only one who had lost family members to measles. Frances had lost her parents, a brother, aunt, uncle and cousin. He understood her need to do something. It was the same need that had him wandering the area, at a loss for what to do because punching things or crying was not acceptable.

“This was my father’s home. When he met mother, they lived here while he built her the manor on the rest of his land.” She glanced around at the walls and furnishings. “It is where I was born, but I don’t believe they ever returned after they moved.”

“I apologize for disturbing you.” He turned, ready to leave her be and search out an area where he could be alone.

“You may remain if you wish, though I will put you to work.”

“Work?” he had asked.

“I should also warn you that I can be bossy, and even though you are the son of a duke and I am a mere miss, I will order you about.”

Seth had been intrigued, especially since she promised to treat him no differently than anyone else. He also needed the distraction that Miss Hawthorn offered.

“If you are staying, come with me.”

He followed her out a back door and onto a crumbling terrace where pots of flowers sat. “We must pull the weeds,” she had announced and led him to the center of the small back yard to a weed-choked flowerbed.

Frances had planted her hands on her hips and faced him. “Do you have an objection to getting your hands dirty?”

It was almost a challenge. “I do not,” he insisted, though he had never pulled a weed or worked in a garden before.

“Good.” She gave a quick nod and dropped to her knees and started pulling weeds.

Seth settled on the opposite side and did the same. It did not take them long to clear the bed, nor did they speak a single word, but worked in silence. Oddly, doing something offered a comfort that he had not been expecting and by the time the garden plot was cleared, he looked for something else to do.

“We now need to stir up the dirt and add new.”

“New? Where do we get new?”

“There is some in the wheelbarrow by the front door. Bring it around.”

She did not ask but told and Seth had not minded.

When he returned to the back, she had a hoe and was churning up the soil, pale dirt clinging to and staining the black dress where she had knelt on the ground. Seth stopped at the side of the bed and began shoveling the new dirt that she churned with the old.

“We can now plant,” Frances announced and the two of them retrieved the temporary pots from the terrace and placed them where she instructed before each flower or bush was planted to her specifications. There were still areas that had nothing, but Seth assumed that maybe the plants near those spots would simply grow large enough to take over.

Miss Hawthorn then had him haul water from a well for her to carefully dampen the soil around each new plant until she was satisfied that they had enough to drink. By the end of that day, Seth was doing well, better than he had in days, because he was accomplishing something, had worked, and his muscles ached. 

He had been fifteen, only two years older than Frances, but he continued to return to the cottage for ten years as their friendship grew and turned into love.

“Who are you staring at, Seth?” his sister asked.

“Miss Frances Hawthorn.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]“Are you certain that attendance at the theatre is necessary?” Frances asked Lady Bethany Grey, a friend she now resided with and who was one of her employers. Also with them was Bethany’s brother, Viscount Shrewsbury, who served as their escort.

“Do you not enjoy plays?” Bethany asked.

“I suppose they can be entertaining, but I thought I would be settling in this evening.”

“The maids are already unpacking your belongings and your set of rooms will be put to rights by the time we return.” Bethany turned more fully to Frances. “I am glad that you will be living here. It is rather quiet above-stairs.”

“If you would have kept your set of rooms in father’s townhome, you would not have been alone,” Shrewsbury reminded her.

As self-proclaimed spinsters, Bethany and her friend, now the Duchess of Ellings, had planned on having a male relative purchase a house where they would live and hold their salons. It had turned out to be His Grace who purchased the property for his wife knowing that they would never live there. It was on the ground floor where the salon and gambling room had been established while Bethany, and now Frances, lived on the first and second floors.  

“I have no desire to forever live with my father, or brother, as if I am a poor relation who could not find a husband.”

“You have not found a husband,” Shrewsbury reminded her.

“Perhaps I do not want one. Clearly my judgement is poor since the only gentleman I hoped to set my cap for turned out to be a scoundrel.”

Frances’ eyes widened. She’d not known that Bethany had once been courted or had hoped for a courtship.

“He no longer matters, nor will I say his name.” Bethany closed the subject and turned to Frances. “I am very happy you will be joining me in my independent spinster status.”

“I do appreciate the opportunity,” Frances sighed with a smile. “I have quite outgrown the need for an aunt to dictate my comings and goings, and lecture about what I can and cannot do. I am old enough to make decisions for myself.” Besides, the income from her employment would allow Frances to be even more financially independent.

“So, it is true,” Shrewsbury murmured.

“What is true?” Bethany asked.

“I heard rumor that Lord Seth Claxton had left his gaming hell and attended a ball for the first time in over five years and now he just entered the box across from ours.”

Frances’ first instinct was to look, but she was too afraid. She had not seen Seth since he had broken her heart. Just the mere mention of his name caused the breath to lodge in her throat for but a moment as her pulse increased, then she quickly chastised herself for allowing him to have any effect on her person.

He was responsible for ruining her very first Season, even though she had already been too old to be placed on the marriage mart. But she had stupidly hoped that Seth would walk into a ballroom, see her, realize the error of his decision then sweep her up in his arms and beg for forgiveness. That had never occurred and she’d not seen Seth since the day he walked out of the cottage five years ago.

Instead, she heard rumors of how he was a rake, rogue and downright scoundrel. Frances had not wanted to believe what she had heard but too many people whispered similar stories, which meant there was some truth to their words. When she learned that he had opened his own gaming hell—The Emerald Garter—she wondered if he had laughed at her when he’d settled on the name. 

How well had she known him and how much of what they had shared was a lie?

Hers had not been the only heart broken either. While she still lived in Laswell, he had flitted from one miss and debutante to another. He danced with them, took turns about the room, called and nearly courted, then quickly lost interest and moved on to the next, much like a bee in a flower garden who could not decide which bloom he liked the best. Seth hadn’t cared who he hurt because his only concern was making his fortune and being independent of his father.

“I wonder why he has returned to Society?” Bethany’s words intruded on her thoughts.

“Maybe he has decided to wed,” Shrewsbury offered to which Frances frowned. Seth had no intention of ever marrying, that was something he’d made very clear. At least to her.

“Why would you say so?” Bethany asked.

“I do not recognize the woman with him. She is a lady, and not the lightskirts he used to escort about when not at his gaming hell.”

Frances’ stomach churned at the very idea of Seth enjoying lovers and her heart filled with jealousy that someone had captured his—something she’d been unable to accomplish.

“She is very lovely,” Bethany acknowledged and as much as Frances knew that she would regret her actions, she turned to look.

Lady Blythe was the first person she saw, and Frances hated that small bit of relief that swept through her to see the lovely woman was Seth’s widowed sister and not a love.

However, when her eyes met Seth’s the pain of rejection surged along with anger. Frances tipped her chin and turned away, putting all her attention to the performance that was about to begin and dismissed Lord Seth Claxton from her mind. 

Except it was impossible to forget about him and instead of watching the play, Frances returned to the last day they ever spent together.  

Seth turned to face her and she noted the sadness in his blue eyes. 

He bent forward and gently placed his lips against hers in the most tender of kisses.

They’d shared many kisses these past few years. Some of them sweet and others filled with passion and desire that left her body aching. Seth never pressed for more even though she would have likely allowed him any liberties he may have wished to take.

He pulled away, his hands cradling her face. “I will miss you Franny.”

Yes, the cottage had been sold and he would be returning to London while she traveled on to Yorkshire, but they would not be parted forever. 

“We may see each other sooner than you believe.” Seth did not yet know of the letter she had just received from her uncle and she could not wait to share the news with him.

“I do not know when or if I will be able to visit you in Yorkshire. I will try to write though.”

“You will see me in the spring,” she announced with an excited grin.

Seth pulled back with a frown. “I do not understand.”

“Uncle Edmund has written that he has set enough aside to give my sister Hope, and cousin Bryn a Season.”

Some of her excitement dissipated. If she was not mistaken, Seth lost a bit of color as his blue eyes widened.

“A Season?” he asked as if he needed clarification.

“Yes. For them, not me because I’m too old, but I will be present.”

Seth stepped away and rubbed the back of his neck. It was almost as if he were distressed at the very idea of her being in London.

“So, you see, we will not be parted for so long,” she offered hopefully.

Seth turned his back and walked away. “You will not see me there.”

“Of course I will. That is where you live.”

“I rarely attend the entertainments, and never balls, so it is unlikely we will cross paths.”

Frances frowned. “You will call on me there.”

Seth next drew in a deep breath and straightened his spine before he turned to face her. “No, Franny, I will not.” 

She did not understand. “I was looking forward to dancing with you.”

“If we encounter the other in public, I will not acknowledge you.”

A slap would have stung less. “You are embarrassed of our acquaintance.” She had not thought him so cruel. He claimed to love her, but that was not possible if he was going to deny her.

“That is not it. If circumstances were different…”

Frances’ stomach tightened. “I do not understand. What has changed?”

“Nothing has changed Frances. But I have goals and dreams and have a certain reputation that does not allow me to dance with debutantes at balls.”

It was not possible that Seth had a poor reputation. “I am not a debutante, nor a young miss,” she reminded him. 

“While I have friendship and respect among the gentlemen, the same is not shared by the women and your association with me would only harm you.”

“You are my dearest friend,” she reminded him and Seth had claimed her to be his. He also claimed to love her so none of what he was saying made any sense. She had known him these past ten years and he was a kind and thoughtful gentleman.

“We must never speak again. I will not have you harmed by my reputation.”

“Does this mean that you still have no intention of marrying or is it just me that you reject?” At fifteen, he said that he would never wed, but she thought those were words of a boy that would change as he matured, especially after he claimed to love her. 

“That decision has never been altered.”

Her heart and hope for a future shattered. Why tell her that he loved her, and kiss her in such a delicious manner if he never had any intention of a future?

“Find someone who will love you and be brave enough to marry you, Franny. You will do well because you have beauty and you are kind.”

He’d never told her that she was beautiful before.

“Gentlemen will notice and I am certain you will find your heart’s desire.”

Except Seth was her heart’s desire, but she’d not humiliate herself by begging him to call on her. He clearly did not care for her as much as he had claimed. 

“It does not matter what any gentlemen may think, Seth. I have no dowry,” she reminded him. 

“The only gentlemen who will be concerned with such are those in need of an heiress. Most will likely overlook your lack of funds.” 

“This is our end?” It couldn’t be. Not after everything that they'd shared.

“I must return to London and you must return to your uncle. It is best that we part now without further association.”

Frances heard his words, but her mind could not accept what he was saying. They had grown close these past ten years. He was her dearest friend, and now he would treat her as nothing more than a stranger. 

It was not possible that he loved her. Even if he thought he did, it was a lie, or he would not reject her like this—terminate a relationship when it was no longer convenient.

“I am wondering if I ever knew you at all.”

He winced, which gave her a small bit of pleasure. He was hurting her and she wanted to hurt him. 

In an instant, words said to her in the past came to her mind. He wasn’t rejecting her, though he was, but it was more. “You are a coward.”

Seth flinched but did not argue.

“You once told me that you could never love anyone because the pain of losing Amelia had been nearly more than you could endure and you would never allow it to happen again.” Amelia had been his twin sister who he lost after she contracted measles at the age of fifteen.

“It is the truth,” he answered.

“Yet, you have claimed that you love me.”

“I do.”

“Is this not painful as well?” she demanded.

“More than I anticipated,” he offered quietly.

“Then why?” Frances cried.

“Because, when I walk out that door, you will still be alive. My happy, beautiful and alive dearest friend. And I will always be able to remember and think of you as alive.” 

“So you will forsake any kind of love and you will go off to make your fortune, live a cold miserable life, keeping everyone at a distance, even to the detriment of your own happiness because you are afraid of loss.”

“Financial security is all that I need or want.” 

“Those were the words of a boy.”

“I was five and ten.”

“Still not a man.”

“That does not mean they were not true and they remain the same.”

All Frances could do was stare at him, unable to comprehend how he could be so cold and treat her so callously. 

“It is better this way, Franny,” he finally said.

“Just go.” Frances pointed to the door. “Leave. Make your fortune and I hope it brings you all the happiness in the world.”

He simply nodded and then left. 

Once the door clicked shut, Frances collapsed on the settee and sobbed, certain that her heart would never recover.

The sound of applause jerked Frances from her memories and she realized she’d not paid any attention to the actors on the stage. Yes, she had watched them, but had not listened to a single line and would not be able to tell anyone what the play had been about if they asked.

“Now, aren’t you pleased that we came to the theatre?” Bethany asked.

“Yes. It was a lovely performance,” Frances absently responded. “We should hurry. There will be a crowd awaiting their carriages and I do not wish to be detained any longer than necessary.” Frances marched past her friends and into the corridor and assumed they would follow.

“Is something bothering you, Frances?” Bethany asked with concern as she hurried after Frances.

She certainly could not tell them the truth—that she needed to avoid encountering Lord Seth Claxton. “I fear my mind was on the new employment and I hope that I do not disappoint.” 

When they stepped out on the walk, it was already beginning to become crowded with those waiting for a carriage or hoping to hail a hackney. She nervously waited for Shrewsbury’s carriage while she glanced around, afraid that she might not be able to slip away without notice and finally blew out a sigh when the carriage arrived. Without delay, she entered the conveyance as soon as the door opened and took her seat then sighed with relief. It wasn’t until the carriage pulled away that she glanced out the window one last time and right into the eyes of Seth who had stepped from the crowd.

Thank goodness she had gotten away from him. Now, if those awful memories would go away, all would be well. 
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