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To all the wonderful readers who waited so patiently for Marcus’s story and who sent me hundreds of emails and messages of encouragement — this book is for you!

With my heartfelt thanks.

Dear Reader,

Back in 2012 the fifth book in the Devil Riders series was published by Berkley. I wanted to write a sixth book, about Marcus, the Earl of Alverleigh, the oldest of the Renfrew brothers, and although my editor initially gave me the okay for it (in person) she later withdrew her permission, and asked me to begin a new series instead. So I started work on The Autumn Bride.

But emails and messages kept coming in from readers asking for Marcus’s story, more and more emails all the time. Years later I was still getting two or three “Marcus” emails a week. I wanted to write his story, but my contracts forbade me to self-publish anything longer than a novella, and I knew Marcus would need a full novel.

Fast forward to 2025, when I was finally out of contract with Berkley, and could start on Marcus’s story, with the aim of self-publishing it.

So now, here it is. I hope you enjoy it. 
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They were at it again, yelling, screaming, tearing each other to shreds.

Marcus couldn’t stand it. He wrenched open the door and raced across the lawn, heading for somewhere, anywhere. He didn’t care, as long as he was far enough away not to hear his parents arguing—yet again. 

They were unbearable—one minute slinging the most vicious insults at each other, the next falling into each others’ arms, cooing soft endearments and making passionate love.

Until the next time.

If only he’d been allowed to go and stay with a friend for the school holidays, like his brother Nash. But Marcus was the heir, and his father wanted him here to learn how to be a proper earl and to oversee the management of the various estates—not to manage them himself, of course, but learning how to keep a stern, supervisory eye on those they employed to do the work. 

He wouldn’t have minded so much if that had happened, but he’d come home to find his parents in one of their periodical reconciliations, if you could call it that. It was feast or famine with his parents—screaming jealous arguments or passionate love-making—there seemed to be no middle ground. 

It didn’t matter which to him—both made him sick to his stomach. If that’s what love was, you could keep it. 

Normally Marcus would have headed for the stables and taken his horse, Jetta, out for a long, cleansing gallop, but Jetta had thrown a shoe the day before, and was being taken to the blacksmith. There were other horses in the stables, but even though he was fourteen, the grooms wouldn’t let him ride one of his father’s precious hunters, not without his father’s permission, and Marcus didn’t want to ask. He didn’t want to talk to his father at all.

His second favorite place to retreat was the maze in the garden with hedges high enough to conceal him. Taking himself to the center and sitting down on the bench in the middle with a book, and breathing in the sharp, clean fragrance of the yew hedges that enclosed him always made him feel calmer. Somehow cleaner inside. But the hedging had to be trimmed regularly and today the maze was filled with gardeners busily clipping away. No peace to be found there.

So he made for the forest that bordered the estate. The neighboring estate was called Ferndale, and it —and the forest—belonged to their neighbor, Lord Blaxland, who neglected his land shamefully. He was what they called an absentee landlord, a gambler, Marcus had heard, who lived in London and was almost never home. Marcus hardly ever went there but he wanted—needed—to be alone, and wherever he went on his father’s estate, there would be people wanting to talk to him, asking questions, happily chatting.

He couldn’t chat happily at the best of times, and at times like these, when he was full of anger and frustration, he could barely even talk.

The forest was a tangled, wild place, but it was cool, shady, and peaceful. The only sound was the twittering of birds and the soughing of the breeze sifting through the leaves. The air was fragrant with the scent of fresh greenery and the moist, rich earth beneath the soft carpet of leaves. He breathed it in deeply and felt his heartbeat and his breathing slowing, settling, calming.

Even though his newly trained landowner’s eye could see the neglect, the tangle of blackberries and vines, the weeds choking off new growth, the need for pruning and thinning, he had to admit the forest was beautiful in its wildness. 

Thoughts of his parents intruded: he thrust them aside. He wasn’t going to think about them, not here. This would be his own special place to escape to. None of his father’s employees would venture onto Blaxland land, and nobody would think to look for him here.

Several faint pathways meandered through the undergrowth, made by animals, he presumed. He followed one, pushing aside fronds of bracken and other weeds. Thorns caught on his clothing. His father’s valet would scold him, but Marcus didn’t care.

A crashing sound ahead made him look up from his contemplation of the path. Something, some creature was coming toward him, pushing through the undergrowth in a rush. He tensed. 

A little girl burst out of a clump of greenery, then stumbled to a halt, panting as she stared at him out of wide blue eyes. She was small, maybe eight or nine, and dressed in a shabby, ill-fitting dress. Her hair was a tangle of silvery blond elf-locks surrounding a face that was dirty and tear-streaked. A gypsy child perhaps? Though that coloring was unusual in gypsies. For a moment they simply stared at each other.

“You have to help me.” She was distraught, still gasping for breath. The words burst forth in a pelter. “She’s going to die and then her babies will too and I can’t bear it. Will you come? You have to come! Please?” She swiped at her tears with a grubby paw, leaving her face even dirtier.

Marcus nodded. “Of course. Who is going to die?”

She gave him a wary look. “My friend.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him back the way she’d come. 

Bemused, Marcus let himself be towed through the forest. If her friend was badly hurt, it might be better to go back home and get help—adult help. But until he knew the situation, he couldn’t know what was needed. And Father would be furious if Marcus pulled workers away from their duties for the sake of a gypsy child.

“She’s there.” The child pointed. “I tried to get her out but I couldn’t open it. She’s trying to chew her leg off—see? It must hurt terribly but she’s desperate. She’s got babies to feed.”

Marcus stared, shocked. The little girl’s ‘friend’ was a vixen caught in a trap. She was snarling and growling and was indeed, he saw, disturbed, trying to gnaw off her own leg in order to escape. The leg was bloody and raw.

He looked around and selected a sturdy piece of fallen branch.

The little girl grabbed his arm. “What are you going to do with that? You’re not going to kill her, are you? I won’t let you!”

“No, I’m going to try to pry open the trap with it.” He moved cautiously forward. 

The vixen turned to face him, snarling. Murmuring what he hoped were soothing sounds he approached. Her savagery worsened.

“It’s all right, Russet, he’s going to help you,” the little girl crooned.

The vixen bared her teeth at Marcus. They looked very sharp. He pulled off his jacket and wound it around his hand and arm, then eased closer.

He carefully slipped one end of the branch in between the teeth of the trap—it wasn’t easy—and then pushed it hard to lever the metal jaws open. The trap was strong and stiff, but “It’s moving,” the little girl crowed. He put all his weight into it and the trap opened, just enough for the vixen to escape. She was gone in a flash, fleeing unevenly through the brush on three legs. 

Marcus pulled the branch out, the trap snapped shut with a loud crack! and the little girl clapped her hands, “Oh, thank you, thank you. I tried to open that horrid thing myself but I couldn’t budge it.”

His eyes widened. “You tried to open it yourself?”

“Yes of course.”

“But that’s dangerous. You could break your arm on that wretched contraption, and in any case, that vixen could have bitten you.”

She snorted. “Of course she wouldn’t. I told you, she’s my friend.”

People hunted foxes. He’d never heard of anyone being friends with one. “Maybe, when she wasn’t mad with pain, but trapped like that and with her leg half chewed off, she would bite anyone. It’s instinct.”

He tossed the branch into the undergrowth. 

“Don’t,” the little girl said, but it was too late. “I could have used that.”

“Used it for what?”

“Tripping the other traps. I do it every day.”

Marcus stared at her in shock. “You trip animal traps?”

She nodded. “I hate them. They’re horrid and cruel.”

“Yes, I know but . . .” He didn’t know what to say. His father didn’t use traps on their land, but only because he preferred to hunt foxes, instead of trapping them. “It’s dangerous.”

She shrugged. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Who are you, anyway?” he asked. “Where do you live?”

“I’m Tessa. I live over there.” She gestured, but all he could see were trees.

“In the village?”

She laughed. “No, silly. At Ferndale.” When he still stared at her blankly, she added, “I’m Tessa Blaxland.”

Blaxland? Marcus blinked. “You’re Lord Blaxland’s . . .?” He trailed off. Dressed as shabbily as she was and clearly allowed to run wild, she must be one of Lord Blaxland’s bastards. 

She nodded. “His daughter, yes.”

He said awkwardly, “Shouldn’t you be in school or something?”

She laughed. “I escaped from NannyJune, who was my nanny and is now my governess. She was my mama’s nanny too, when Mama was small, but she’s ancient now and is always falling asleep.”

“Governess?” If she had a governess, she must be Lord Blaxland’s legitimate daughter. But if so, why was she dressed in shabby, faded, ill-fitting clothes? And left to run wild and unsupervised.

“Can I trust you?” she asked abruptly.

“Yes.” He hoped so, anyway. It was foolish to make a promise when you didn’t know what you were promising. And as a gentleman, his word was his bond, and therefore unbreakable.

“Would you like to see her kits?”

“The vixen’s, you mean?”

She nodded, and without waiting, she grabbed his hand and pulled him down another barely perceptible pathway. Ten minutes later she stopped. “Shhh.” She put a finger to her lips, then crept toward an opening in the underbrush. Marcus followed suit.

There in a grassy clearing, the vixen lay, panting, licking her injured leg while three small, fluffy fox kits fed from her. He watched, fascinated, as one by one they finished feeding and started frolicking around her, wrestling and mock-growling, playing just like puppies. 

He must have moved or made some kind of sound, because the vixen scrambled to her feet, made a yipping sound and in an instant she and her babies had vanished under a thicket of brambles.

“That’s their den,” Tessa told him. “I’ve been watching them ever since the kits were born. Aren’t they sweet?”

“Mmm,” Marcus made a noncommittal sound. The kits were charming, but foxes were vermin, weren’t they? Everyone said so.

“Their mother takes good care of them, doesn’t she? Even though she hurt her leg in that horrid trap, the first thing she did was feed her kits. Have you got a mama?”

He blinked at the abrupt question. “Yes.”

“And you live with your mama and papa?”

“Yes. And my younger brother.” What was she getting at?

“I don’t have a mama. I killed her.”

“You what? Who told you that?”

“My brother Edgar. He said I killed Mama when I was born. He says it’s why Papa doesn’t like me.”

“That’s nonsense, and it was wicked of your brother to say so,” Marcus said forcefully. “Women sometimes die giving birth to babies, but it’s not the baby’s fault, never the baby’s fault. How could it be?”

The little girl gave him a long thoughtful look. Her eyes were almost violet, not simply blue, as he’d first thought, but a deep violet-blue. “I haven’t seen you here before. Why not? What’s your name.”

“Marcus. Marcus Renfrew. I live over at Alverleigh,”—he gestured—“but most of the time I’m away at school.”

“My brothers went away to school, too, but they hardly ever came home. Louis did sometimes, when he could, but not Edgar. He’s like Papa and prefers London.” 

Marcus knew both Blaxland boys slightly. He’d only known Edgar— known at school as Blaxland Major—the oldest brother, for a month or two before he left school. He had a reputation as a bully and a gambler who wasn’t above fudging the cards, though nothing had ever been proven. Louis, —Blaxland Minor—was the younger of the two and a year above Marcus. He was quiet and seemed harmless enough. He’d left school at sixteen to go into the army.

Tessa glanced in the direction he’d pointed. “I don’t go over there. I did once and a man yelled at me. Besides, it’s all so . . .” She wrinkled her nose. “Neat.”

He hid a smile. Yes, the grounds of Alverleigh were very neat, constantly maintained by an efficient team of gardeners. “There’s a very good maze, though. Have you tried it?”

She tilted her head like a little bird. “Maze?”

“It’s a puzzle on the ground, with lots of paths bordered by hedges. You have to try to find your way into the center—and then out again—but lots of the paths are dead-ends, which makes it difficult. It’s fun.”

She considered that, then shook her head. “I’ve got plenty of paths here. The animals make them.” She gave him a mischievous look. “I come out at night sometimes and watch the badgers.”

“You come out at night? By yourself?” Marcus was shocked. She was too young, surely, to be out at night on her own.

“Of course by myself. Most people make too much noise and frighten the animals away.” She gave him a speculative look. “If you like, I could show you the badgers. But you’d have to be quiet.”

“Now?”

“No, not now, tonight when the moon is up. That’s when they come out.”

“All right,” he said cautiously. She probably wouldn’t show, was no doubt boasting about coming out at night. But he was curious. He didn’t know much about little girls; he only had brothers—no, just one brother, Nash. 

Papa insisted that those other two boys were not his sons. 

Marcus wasn’t so sure.

“Well?” the little girl said. “Will you come or not?”

He ought not, he knew. She was a young child, with nobody looking after her. He ought to report the situation, have something done about it, but he was somehow reluctant to do so. She seemed to relish her wild and unsupervised life. Marcus had no idea how that might feel.

Well, why not? He had nothing better to do, and anyway, he was curious. Besides, he’d given her his word. “I’ll come. Moonrise, you said?”

She nodded. “Thank you for saving Russet.” She skipped off down an almost invisible pathway and disappeared from view.

Marcus slowly made his way back through the tangled forest. What an odd, interesting little girl. Normally he wouldn’t associate with children of that age, but there was no-one else here for him to talk to, only adults, and they usually did all the talking. He was supposed to just listen and learn and be trained in the correct behavior of the heir to Alverleigh.

But while Papa’s attention was wholly on his latest explosive reunion with Mama—which everyone except Papa knew wouldn’t last—Marcus was left to his own devices.

Could this grubby little girl truly be Lord Blaxland’s legitimate daughter? Running wild in the forest, day and night, with a dirty face, and dressed in rags? If he’d been the credulous type, he might even have thought her a fairy. But he wasn’t. He’d ask one of the servants about her, Cook, probably. Cook and her family had lived here forever, and she knew everything about everyone.
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“OH YES, MASTER MARCUS, there is a little girl.” Cook’s floury hands kneaded the dough briskly as she worked. The kitchen was his favorite place in the house, and though he wasn’t supposed to go there, Cook always welcomed him, and always gave him something tasty to eat, often jam tarts, which she knew were his favorite.

She continued, “But that Lord Blaxland, he takes no interest in the poor little mite. Left alone in that big old house year after year, she is, with naught but an old woman to tend to her—her ma’s old nanny, I believe, and her with nowhere else to go, poor old soul. And a bare skeleton staff to keep that big house running—though most of the rooms are closed off, I hear. A disgrace it is.” 

She rolled the dough out and started cutting out shapes with a metal cutter. “Mind you, the whole estate is going to rack and ruin—everybody knows it. Every penny it earns goes straight to some London gambling hell. The master doesn’t care. And I’m told his heir is a chip off the old block, which doesn’t bode well for the people dependent on the estate. Now, if you come back in half an hour, Master Marcus, these jam tarts will be ready.”

That evening, at moonrise, Marcus slipped out of the house, several jam tarts in his pocket, and headed for the forest. He found her waiting. “Would you like a jam tart?” he offered. She didn’t hesitate.

“I didn’t think you’d come,” she said, munching on a tart. It was chilly out and Marcus had put on a coat, but Tessa was in the same ill-fitting cotton dress. There were goosebumps on her skinny little arms.

“Here, you must be cold, take my coat,” he said, but she laughed him off.

“I’m not a bit cold. Anyway, moving keeps me warm. Now come on, the badgers will be coming out soon. Walk quietly.”

She took his hand in her grubby little paw and led him through a wild maze of pathways, barely lit by the moonlight. She practically skipped along; he found himself stumbling in the dim light and almost tripping on the undergrowth. He was stunned. She must know this forest like the back of her hand. 

Eventually she slowed, signaling to him to stay quiet. She lay down and wriggled forward on the ground and patted the earth beside her. Marcus joined her.

Through a gap in the undergrowth he could see a grassy mound with a hole dug into it. They watched for a time, but nothing happened. Marcus started feeling restless, but the patient watchfulness of the little girl beside him shamed him into staying still and silent.

Then she nudged him, and he saw a black and white striped muzzle poking out of the hole, sniffing cautiously around. A badger emerged and was followed a few moments later by three small cubs. They foraged around, snuffling in piles of leaves and digging in the earth, and occasionally wrestling and tumbling around—and again, they were just like puppies. 

Eventually they wandered off and disappeared from sight.

Tessa turned to him, her grubby little face alight with pleasure. “Aren’t they wonderful? Aren’t you glad you came?” She scrambled to her feet, beaming.

Marcus had quite enjoyed it. He wasn’t sure badgers were wonderful at all but he did, however, like her enthusiasm. “How do you know about all this?” He gestured around him.

“Oh, I just watch, and when I want to know more I find a book. We have a very large library, though Papa has sold off the more valuable ones. I hid my favorite ones though, so he couldn’t sell them.”

“Do you come out here every night?”

She shook her head, setting her elf-locks dancing. “No. Sometimes I stay home and read—NannyJune taught me to read and write. And I try to draw the animals”—she laughed—“but I’m not very good at that. But there’s always plenty to do so I’m never bored.”

Marcus was frequently bored. 

Then in the abrupt change of subject he was getting used to she went on, “I’m going to learn to ride soon. Phillips—he’s our groom—told me he’s going to borrow a horse for me. He’s going to teach me. He taught my mama to ride when she was my age. Well, I’m off now. G’night.” 

She skipped away and vanished into the darkness, leaving Marcus to make his way home, stumbling in the faint, filtered moonlight, and feeling large and clumsy compared with the small, quicksilver fairy-child. 
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FROM TIME TO TIME OVER the next few years Tessa met up with the boy from Alverleigh. He was nice, for a boy. He didn’t say much, but he listened to what she had to say. He also brought her little treats—jam tarts and meat pies, sandwiches and biscuits that they shared, like a picnic.

In return, she shared with him some of the treasures of the forest: a perfect fairy-ring of fragile, frilly, parasol-shaped toadstools; a squirrel gathering nuts for the winter, a gossamer spider’s web strung with glittering crystals in the morning sunshine; the wonder of a delicate fern frond slowly unfurling, the otters that frolicked in the stream.

She liked that he didn’t mock her for loving the forest and the wild animals that lived there. And most importantly, he never broke her trust in him.

Each year she took him to visit their vixen, still alive and running on three legs, the fourth one dangling, too damaged to heal. And each year there was a new litter of kits. She knew now that Marcus wouldn’t tell on her, or on the animals, even though some of them were regarded by the famers around as pests to be eradicated. As far as she was concerned, they were all God’s creatures and had the right to live there.

And one day Ferndale would be hers and she would be better able to protect the forest and all the creatures that lived there.

When Phillips acquired a horse for her it changed Tessa’s life. She took to riding like a duck to water—just like her mama, Phillips said. He was a strict taskmaster, making her learn to ride sidesaddle and frowning when she sneaked out and rode astride. But he wasn’t really cross, she could tell. 

She wore her mother’s old riding habits, which were, of course, much too big, but she and NannyJune altered them, not very elegantly. But nobody ever saw her so what did it matter? She always stayed within the Ferndale grounds—she’d promised Phillips she would, and she would never break a promise. Phillips would get into trouble if she ventured outside the grounds, she knew. She loved Phillips. He was more like a father to her than her real father. And NannyJune, old as she was, had been her only mother.

And if her life was sometimes a little bit lonely, she gloried in the freedom of it. Ferndale was her own little kingdom and she was its caretaker and its queen. 

Then one day, just after her fifteenth birthday she was out riding, and saw a traveling carriage turning into the Ferndale driveway. They never had visitors so, curious, she cantered down to meet it. It was probably someone who’d taken a wrong turn or were lost.

The coach had pulled up, and a groom jumped down to let down the steps. To her amazement, her father and Edgar stepped down, just as she rode up to them. It had been at least two years since their last visit.

“Papa, Edgar, what a surprise!” She tried to think what might have brought them here. Could it be to celebrate her birthday?

Her father and Edgar stared up at her, their expressions blank, as if they didn’t know who she was. “It’s Tessa, Papa.” She lifted her leg over the pommel and slipped to the ground. 

Papa and Edgar looked her up and down, as if they could hardly believe their eyes. Then they turned to each other. “Looks like we have another asset,” Papa said.

Edgar nodded. “Will need a bit of cleaning up, but yes. Definitely.”

Tessa stared, puzzled, but they didn’t explain, just went inside. 

Asset? What did they mean? Were they talking about the house? People called houses and land assets, but they couldn’t sell Ferndale, she knew. The estate had been Mama’s home before she was married and it had been part of the marriage settlements that when she died it would go to her first-born daughter. Which was Tessa. NannyJune had explained it all to her years ago.

She took her horse to the stables, leaving it to Phillips’s care instead of doing it herself, as she usually did, then hurried inside, hoping for an explanation. 

She never got one.

Three days later, the traveling carriage, containing Tessa, her father and Edgar, left Ferndale. Tessa was distraught. Her father had closed the house and dismissed Phillips, NannyJune and the remaining few servants, turned them off without even a pension, even though they’d worked for the family their whole life. 

She’d argued and argued, but Papa ignored her, until he got fed up and slapped her—hard, twice—and told her if she opened her mouth again, she would suffer the consequences. She did, of course—insisting that NannyJune and Phillips should have a pension, at least—and he beat her severely, in places where the bruises wouldn’t show.

And now he was taking her away from her beloved Ferndale, and the few people in the world who cared for her, going to who-knew-where for who-knew-what-reason. Papa hadn’t said a word to her since the beating and Edgar ignored her. He’d ordered poor NannyJune to pack a bag for Tessa, and then told her to pack one for herself and be gone by the end of the week.

Tessa stared out of the carriage window, dry-eyed but heartbroken, watching her beloved home fade into the distance. The moment she turned twenty-five, she vowed silently, she’d be back.
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Alverleigh, hereditary seat of the Earls of Alverleigh.

England

––––––––
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“YOU’RE LEAVING? NOW?” Maude, Lady Gosforth trained her lorgnette on her eldest nephew with exasperated indignation.

“I am.” Marcus Renfrew, the seventh Earl of Alverleigh, was in his library, sorting through a small stack of documents on the desk in front of him. Outside a footman and valet were loading baggage into his traveling coach.

“But I only just arrived from Bath.”

“I’m sorry Aunt Maude. Had you notified me you were coming, I might have been able to delay my departure. But I have appointments in the city I cannot put off. Peverill and Cook and several other servants have gone ahead to ready Alverleigh House, but the under-butler and Mrs. Allen and the remaining staff will take good care of you, I’m sure.” His aunt periodically descended on him—invariably without warning and with a purpose of which he was well aware. And so, since he really did have appointments to keep, he saw no reason to delay his departure.

“If you had a wife, she could take good care of me,” she said pointedly.

Marcus didn’t respond. His aunt managed to introduce the subject of his wifelessness into almost every conversation she had with him. She watched him now, shuffling through papers.

“You’re going to London, I assume.”

“I am.”

“At this time of year?” she said with faint emphasis.

“Yes. Why not?” he said indifferently. “The worst of the winter weather has passed, and since there has been little rain in recent days, the roads will be in good condition.”

“Pshaw! I’m not talking about the roads.”

Marcus knew very well she wasn’t. But though he was fond of his aunt, he had no intention of dancing to her tune. No doubt if he stayed at home, within a few days, she would invite ‘friends’ to stay, the kind of friends who brought marriageable daughters, nieces or granddaughters with them. It had happened before.

“It is May, Marcus, and the season is well begun. So, are you going to London to seek a wife? At last?”

“No, I am going to London on business. And as you very well know, the season coincides with the sitting of Parliament, and my presence is required in the Lords, as is my duty.” Marcus selected a document and set it to one side.

“Duty!” She made an impatient noise. “Then while you are there you can begin the search for a wife—which is another of your duties.” 

Ignoring her—it was an old song she sang—he concentrated on the documents. 

She stamped her foot. “You are one-and-thirty years old, Marcus. It’s high time you married and got yourself an heir.”

“I have several heirs already.”

“Pah! Your brother Nash is in Saint Petersburg, and has no intention of returning to England to live. And don’t tell me Gabriel is next in line because as the Regent of Zindaria, he has his hands full, and will until little Prince Nicky comes of age, which is at least a decade away. So with both heirs out of the country indefinitely, what would happen to the estate if something happened to you?”

Marcus slipped the documents into a slim leather folder. “I understand that Nash’s wife is in an interesting condition and Gabriel’s wife has already given birth to a girl, and may well be breeding again, so the next generation is well on its way, and thus the succession will be secured. Now, while I am gratified by your concern for my continuing health, Aunt Maude, it is time I left.”

“I am not talking about your dratted health,” she said acidly. “You are as healthy as a horse—and just as stubborn—and yes I know it’s mules that are the stubborn ones, but you know what I mean. There are such things as accidents, Marcus, as you very well know. How would the estate fare if you had one?”

“Leaving my brothers aside, I have a number of excellent employees maintaining all aspects of the estate, so if I did happen to slip from this mortal coil, I’m sure everything would continue as usual. I hope that reassures you.”

She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “It’s your parents, isn’t it?”

He raised an eyebrow. “I understood they were dead.”

She made an impatient gesture. “You know perfectly well what I mean. Their marriage was a disaster and it has put you off the very idea of marriage.”

“You are mistaken, surely,” he said dryly. “I was under the impression they were passionately in love.”

She snorted. “I wouldn’t call that love. Obsession maybe, and utterly destructive. Their frequent tempestuous quarrels and dramatic reconciliations tore this family apart—literally!—and I know how damaging that was to all you boys.” Her voice softened. “I know you’ve done your best to repair the damage, bringing your brothers—even Harry—back into the fold and reuniting the family again, and for that I praise you. But Marcus, dear boy, I fear the worst of the damage was to your heart.”

“Nonsense,” he said crisply.

“It’s not nonsense. Now, listen to me. Nash and Harry were chary of the whole idea of marriage and courtship, and each of them turned to me for assistance in finding them a suitable bride. And look at them now—both of them married and blissfully happy. You could be the same. Let me help you as I helped them.”

Marcus turned away, hiding a smile as he perused some books on a shelf. While it was perfectly true that both Harry and Nash had initially sought Aunt Maude’s assistance in finding a suitable bride, the brides they’d ended up choosing had never been anywhere near Aunt Maude’s list of ideal candidates.

His half-brother, Harry, had found Nell sitting on the back of a dray, muddy, drenched, exhausted and in utter despair. And Nash had found Maddy living in poverty in a small rural cottage trying desperately to keep herself and a gaggle of children alive. Actually, you might say that it was Maddy who found Nash when he came off his horse and crashed into a stone wall, unconscious.

For all that Aunt Maude claimed the credit for their happy marriages, she’d had nothing to do with arranging them.

“Marcus, dear boy, let me help you find the perfect bride. I know the sort of gel you need, and most of the gels coming out this season—”

“Aunt Maude,” he said firmly. “I thank you for your concern but I am not going to London in search of a bride and I don’t need your help.” He picked up his document folder, selected a book and turned to leave. “In the meantime, stay as long as you want. Make yourself at home. Anything you need, ask the under-butler or Mrs Allen.”

She followed him out of the room. “One-and-thirty, Marcus—one-and-thirty! If you wait much longer, the new crop of gels will be young enough to be your daughters.”

He turned and said dryly, “You flatter me, aunt, but I was not quite as enterprising at thirteen as you obviously imagine.”

She made a frustrated noise. “Mark my words, Marcus Renfrew: you will rue the day you refused my assistance.”

“Undoubtedly.” He walked toward the door. 

She snorted. “You’re just like my stupid, stubborn, rigid, impossible brother.”

Marcus didn’t wait to hear her response. “Who else should I be like but my father?” he tossed over his shoulder.

“Yourself, whoever that might be — but you won’t, unless you get that stick out of your arse.”

Marcus whirled, shocked. “What did you say?”

Aunt Maude gave him a gimlet look. “You heard.”

Marcus shook his head. “Goodbye, Aunt Maude.” He kissed her cheek, climbed into the carriage, and tapped on the roof to signal the driver to move off. 

His aunt watched, and as the carriage rolled away, muttered, “You stupid boy, don’t you realize how lonely you are?”

As the carriage passed through the front gates and turned onto the main road, Marcus settled back in his seat. His aunt’s never-ending and unsubtle efforts to get him leg-shackled might amuse him if they weren't so irritating.

Stick out of his arse? What nonsense. He was rational, that’s all. Level-headed. Responsible.

His aunt was getting more outrageous the older she grew. 

As for the way she prated to him of his duty, he didn’t need her to remind him. His estate—and those under his supervisions that would eventually pass to his brothers—were in excellent order. He did his duty by his family, his tenants, his dependents and his country, just as his father had raised him to. He was a damned dull dog, in fact.

But he would not marry to order. When the time came for him to choose a bride—which would be if and when he decided—he would choose one soberly, dispassionately and prudently. And if that was cold-blooded, all the better.

He wasn’t opposed to the idea of marriage, but he was wary of the idea of choosing a bride from the ton. The young ladies one met in society showed the world one face, one wholly agreeable face, intended to lure a man into proposing. But after marriage . . .

The beautiful Lady Anthea Quenborough came to mind.

Better to remain single the rest of his life than leg-shackle himself to one like that.

If he ever did decide to seek a bride, he would make a practical, unemotional marriage, entirely without his aunt’s so-called assistance. And ensure that his bride understood that.

Even so, he shuddered at the thought, imagining the kind of fuss and botheration his wedding would entail. His aunt often complained that his brothers had done her out of a grand society wedding, but that his own would be done properly, as befitted an earl. Aunt Maude adored a fuss, the bigger the better.

All the more reason, should he ever consider marriage, to go about the business quietly and discreetly. Or not at all.

#
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ON ARRIVAL AT ALVERLEIGH House in Mayfair, Marcus dropped his luggage and valet off, and checked that everything was all right there. He kept the town house perpetually open, running with a skeleton staff, in case any of his brothers or Aunt Maude wished to stay there. 

His cook had already taken charge of the kitchen, but for his first evening in town he decided to eat at his club. He was bound to find one or two acquaintances and possibly even a friend there, though he didn’t have many close friends. 

The trouble was, by eating at his club, the word would go out that he was in town, and that would, he knew, result in invitations.

He was, after all, a single earl in possession of a large fortune, as it said in that wretched novel from which his aunt incessantly quoted. 

But he wasn’t in want of a wife, and invitations could be refused.

As expected, before he even got to the pudding course—plum duff with custard—he’d been invited to a party that very night, and two more acquaintances had promised him invitations to upcoming events.

#

[image: ]


BY THE END OF THE FIRST week, despite his intention of avoiding the marriage mart, he’d attended several social events. He’d met many perfectly pleasant eligible young ladies, and their mothers had delicately hinted—and others much less delicately—that his attentions would be most welcome.

He deflected the hints as gracefully as he could. Though he wasn’t the kind of man that grace came naturally to. Blunt was more his style.

Almost any one of them would make him a suitable wife—on the surface, at least. But they were all so very young. His aunt’s words came back to him. If you wait much longer the new crop of gels will be young enough to be your daughters.

They already felt like it. 

They all showed him the pretty society manners he had learned to distrust, fluttering fans and eyelashes at him, and trying to entice him with sweet smiles. Hanging on his every word and laughing at the mildest pleasantry, treating him as if he were the wittiest man in London. Which was ridiculous. And irritating.

Choosing a wife that way was like entering a lottery. Courtship was all for show. You never knew who you might end up with.

He’d met a number of widows, too, who’d also subtly indicated they were open to an offer of marriage—and several who, much less subtly, indicated they were open to less respectable offers. He had nothing against widows, and most of them seemed quite pleasant, but he had no plans to take a mistress, not from members of the ton, anyway.

He wasn’t a talkative man, and he didn’t find it easy to make light conversation. The young ingenues were either dreadfully shy and it was hard to pry a word out of them, or they prattled happily of people and events he knew nothing about and cared even less. 

And the widows tried to flirt with him. Marcus was hopeless at flirting. He was a dull dog, and he knew it.

He stood sipping wine, his bored gaze running over the crowd crammed into somebody’s ballroom and listening with half an ear to Barney Wimple, a friend from his schooldays, relating some tale about the triumphs of the recent hunting season.

Marcus had no interest in hunting. It was the one thing he and his father had disagreed on. That and marriage.

The amount of attention Marcus had been getting since he arrived in London was already verging on the unbearable. And Aunt Maude had written to say she had recovered from the journey from Bath to Alverleigh and was now following him to London. Her presence would only make it worse. He didn’t want a wife, and he wasn’t looking for love—most emphatically not. 

His aunt was correct in her assumption that his parents’ tempestuous marriage had given him a distaste for a love match. Not to mention the disastrous experience of Lady Anthea, which thankfully—and miraculously—his aunt knew nothing about.

His brothers might have managed happy marriages, but Gabe and Harry had been raised initially by Great-aunt Gert and later Aunt Maude. They’d never had to live with his parents’ constant drama, and Nash, who had, was blessed with the kind of personality that enabled him to vanish whenever things got ugly. 

Marcus, being the heir, had had to stand there and endure it.

And if those memories weren’t enough, there was the lesson he had learned from Lady Anthea Quenborough.

Both Marcus and his estranged half-brother Harry had—unbeknownst to either of them—fallen madly in love with the beautiful Lady Anthea, the dazzling toast of that year’s season. Charming, modest, sweet-natured, she’d been courted by dozens of high-born young gentlemen.

Harry, young and impulsive and seemingly her favorite, had asked her father for permission to court her.

And had received a thorough, vicious horse-whipping in answer.

Her father and brother had dumped the bleeding, barely conscious Harry on Lord Alverleigh’s London doorstep, proving they knew Harry’s true parentage. 

It seemed that Lord Quenborough had no interest in acquiring a relatively penniless Earl’s by-blow for a son-in-law. 

He made it clear, however, that he would smile on the legitimate son and heir of an Earl—Marcus.

Later Marcus later learned that not only had Lady Anthea repeatedly seduced Harry—which had prompted that honorable young fool to seek permission to marry her—but that she’d actually watched her father horse-whipping him with every sign of enjoyment. 

That had shocked Marcus deeply. Any faint remaining shreds of tenderness he’d felt for the girl turned to disgust and revulsion. 

Harry’s beating had resulted in a lucky escape for Marcus. And marked a change in his attitude towards his formerly despised half-brother.

Lady Anthea had married some other rich, titled unfortunate, but rumor had it that she slept with everyone, from her husband’s friends to his servants and even the stable-lads. 

The whole distasteful affair had been an object lesson for Marcus. Before his eyes had been so shockingly opened, he’d thought Lady Anthea a sweet, charming, innocent girl.

And ever since, he’d observed dozens of sweet, charming, innocent-seeming girls, and wondered what they were really like behind their delightful, deceptive facades.

No, if Marcus ever took a wife it would be someone who stirred his senses not at all—that way madness lay. If he did choose a woman to wed, it would be as a pleasant companion, someone well-born, of course, who wouldn’t lead him a merry dance, and who would be happy to spend most of the year at Alverleigh.   

And—he thought of his mother—someone who wouldn’t be constantly demanding his attention and requiring him to prove his love for her over and over. He shuddered.

In recent years, seeing his brothers so content in their marriages, he’d occasionally wondered if perhaps he might risk it. Find some young woman who would be a companion, and who wouldn’t stir his senses. But how could he be sure that any woman he considered would be suitable? Society courtships worked to ensure there was no way to really get to know a young woman, not until after the wedding. And by then it was too late.

His friend, Barney, droned on, something about an exceptionally cunning fox. There was a slight stir at the entrance, and the crowd’s attention shifted toward it. There was a perceptible hush and then a buzz of conversation rose. Marcus glanced across the room, faintly intrigued.

Three people had entered the ballroom, a man and two women. The man was Marcus’s own age or a little older, thin, elegantly dressed and with an air of sophisticated dissipation. The older of the women trailed behind, bearing all the hallmarks of a duenna or companion, rather than a wife. But it was the young woman on the man’s arm who caught his eye. 

She was perhaps twenty-three or four. Of medium height and very slender—perhaps too slender—she was exquisite looking, with pale, almost luminous skin, and silver-gilt hair pulled back in a smooth, sleek chignon, not a hair out of place. Her face was a perfect oval, a little on the thin side, or was that the effect of her high cheekbones? Her nose was small and straight, her eyebrows delicate arches. He couldn’t see the color of her eyes from where he stood, but they were large and striking. Her mouth, full-lipped and deep rose red, was the only color about her.

The very sight of her stole his breath. He’d never seen such a beautiful woman, her expression serene, almost blank, looking as remote as the moon. 

Her dress showed just the palest hint of lilac, silk from the sheen of it, and cut low across her small breasts. It was very plain, without a frill or flounce or contrasting trim. But even a man such as he, unversed in female fashions, could tell it was superbly cut, for as she moved it floated with her, emphasizing her slender curves. 

She wore no jewelry at all, which again was most unusual. She should have looked plain, but instead she made all the other ladies present look overdressed and fussy. He knew he’d never seen her before—he would never forget a woman like her—and yet something about her tugged at his memory.

He turned to Barney, who was the sort of fellow who knew everyone.  

“And then the blasted fox dived right into a bramble thicket, and m’horse—”

Marcus cut off his friend in mid-chase. “Barney, who is that?”  

“Eh? What? Who d’you mean?” Barney blinked and looked around.

“Over there, just come in. The blonde in the lilac dress.”

Barney looked. “Hah. Out of her weeds again, I see. She’s oddly punctilious in observing her mourning. Her year must be up.” 

All Marcus understood from that was that the woman was a widow — the rest made little sense to him. “But who is she?” She seemed somehow familiar, and yet he was certain he’d never seen her before.

Barney shook his head. “Don’t even think of it, my friend. That’s Lady Hewitt, the Ice Widow. She’s beautiful, I grant you, but”—he shuddered—“cold as ice, and venal as all get.”

The Ice Widow? Marcus watched as she glided through the crowd, serene—indifferent?—her hand resting lightly on her escort’s arm. She made no attempt to engage anyone in conversation. The man she was with did all the talking, all the greeting—and he spoke only to other men. No women spoke to her, none greeted her, and the few who looked at her did so with sour expressions, murmuring something to their companions—something even from this distance Marcus could tell was disparaging. 

She just stood there looking beautiful. Seemingly indifferent. And, admittedly, cold.

“Who’s her escort?”

“Her brother.” Barney gave him a curious look. “Don’t you recognize him? It’s Blaxland Major, from school.”

“Blaxland Major? You mean Edgar Blaxland?”

“That’s the one. Not the younger brother of course. Died at Waterloo, I heard. Pity. He was the best of that family. And Blaxland Major is Lord Blaxland now: the father died a few years ago.”

Marcus stared at the woman and her escort. His head was reeling. It couldn’t possibly be . . . 

But if she was with her brother, Edgar Blaxland, it had to be.

The beautiful, serene and apparently cold-as-ice widow was also Tessa, his wild and grubby little sprite from the forest.

It made no sense. 

As he watched, Edgar Blaxland seated his sister and said something that made her stiffen. She shook her head and rose. It looked as if she was ready to leave. But Edgar simply shoved her back into her seat. He turned to the companion, said something that made the woman nod, sit down beside Tessa and take her arm in what looked like a firm grip. 

Marcus frowned.

Then Edgar made a ‘stay there’ sort of gesture to his sister and headed for the card room. 

Tessa watched him go, her expression, what? Mulish? Angry?

What on earth was going on? Marcus could only surmise, but whatever it was, he didn’t like it. But not a soul in the ballroom had seemed to notice, or if they did, it hadn’t seemed to bother them, not even when Edgar pushed his sister into her chair, and not gently. 

The moment Edgar disappeared, the companion or chaperone or whatever she was, started looking around and gesturing with her free hand, trying to catch the eye of a waiter. After a few unsuccessful minutes, she stood, made a ‘stay there’ gesture to Tessa, and hurried away.

Abandoning his friend in mid-sentence, Marcus strode across the room. He had to talk to Tessa. As he approached, weaving through the crowd toward her, their eyes met. For a moment he thought hers lit up with a welcoming expression, but then she looked away, biting her lip and looking first one way, then another, as if looking for someone. The chaperone? Her brother?

Had she not recognized him? Her eyes were still that deep violet-blue he remembered, but now he couldn’t read them.

But as he reached her the cool, frustrated, faintly worried expression vanished and she smiled up at him. “Marcus.”

“Tessa, what a wonderful surprise. I had no idea you were in London, let alone that you would be attending this party.”       

“It was a last-minute decision. We’ve only just returned to London—or at least I’ve only just returned.” Again she glanced quickly in the direction her brother had gone, and the furrow between her brows deepened. If he hadn’t been watching her so closely he might have missed it.

“How long has it been? Remember how we freed the vixen from the trap that day?” Lord, but he was hopeless at making polite conversation with women.

Her smile was half-hearted, a little distracted. “Of course I do. And have often wondered whether she has survived in the years since.” 

She kept darting sideways glances in the direction her brother had gone. Why? Was she nervous in company? The child he remembered hadn’t been nervous or the slightest bit shy.

“I don’t often come to London,” he told her, “But I’m delighted to see you here.” Lord, where was witty banter when he needed it?

She glanced around. “I rarely move in ton circles.”

“I gather you are widowed. My condolences on your loss.”

She didn’t reply, just glanced again in the direction her brother had gone, absently pulling off her gloves and smoothing them on her lap with restless fingers.

“Are you looking for someone?” he asked.

She started and gave him a swift smile. Again it felt forced. “No, I don’t know anyone here. Just my brother. And you.” She looked up at him with a serene expression, but he noticed she was picking at her nails with nervous fingers.

Marcus frowned. Was his presence unsettling her? He wasn’t much of a conversationalist it was true, but surely . . . Was he looming? He edged back—but no, she leaned slightly toward him, so it wasn’t that.

“What have you been doing in the years since we last met?” she asked him. “I suppose you’re married.”

“No,” he said bluntly.

She was about to say something in response when the chaperone returned with two brimming glasses of wine. 

The woman pushed her way in between them, saying, “I mush ask you to leave, sir.” She plopped unsteadily down in the seat next to Tessa, drained one of the glasses and tucked it out of sight under her chair. “S’most improper, you haven’t been introdushed.” She sipped daintily from the second glass. It was clearly not her first glass of the evening.

“Nonsense,” Marcus said crisply. “Lady—” he broke off, unable to recall Tessa’s married name. “The lady and I have known each other since childhood.”

“Nev’r’thless, I have my instrusch’ns,” the woman said.

“Oh no,” Tessa muttered, looking past Marcus. “I told him!” Her eyes flashed and she made a low, angry sound.

Marcus followed her gaze, to where Edgar Blaxland was making his way toward them, accompanied by a nattily dressed elderly man. 

“You’d better go, Marcus,” Tessa said. “This is going to get ugly.”

“Yesh, go ‘way,” the chaperone said, flapping a hand at him.

Marcus had no intention of leaving, especially if things were going to get ugly. He hadn’t liked what he’d observed earlier, before he’d even spoken to Tessa, and from her expression now, it was going to be more of the same.

Her brother seated the old man on a settee outside a small, curtained anteroom and glided up to meet them. He lifted a quizzing glass and regarded Marcus through it. “Good lord,” he drawled, “Renfrew, is it?”

Marcus inclined his head. “Though now I’m Alverleigh.”

“And I am now Lord Blaxland. So melancholy, is it not, that our esteemed papas have both passed away? Still, life goes on. You wish to be introduced to my sister, I gather. Theodosia, Lady Hewitt, Lord Alverleigh.”

Marcus was about to point out that he and Tessa had known each other as children, but the expression on her face froze the words in his mouth. “Delighted,” he murmured, as if they were strangers, and bowed over her hand.

She murmured some polite phrase in response but before she’d even finished, her brother had taken her elbow, saying, “And now that dreary convention has been observed, I must tear you apart. Come, Theodosia, there is a gentleman who is anxious to meet you.” He gestured to where the elegant, white-haired old gentleman waited, watching them with a look of eager expectation.

Tessa’s mulish expression hardened. “No, Edgar, I’m not meeting him. We discussed this.”

“Now, now, don’t be shy, dear sister, come along.” Edgar gripped her arm and nodded to the chaperone, who drained her glass and grabbed another one from a passing waiter. 

For a moment Tessa sat there, stiff as if refusing to move, but just as Marcus was about to intervene, she glanced at him and shook her head. He stepped back. He didn’t like what was happening, but he didn’t know what it was all about, but she’d signaled clearly—twice—that she didn’t want him to get involved.

And it was clear that if he did intervene, there would be a scene.

“Very well,” she told her brother, “I’ll meet him, but there’s no point. I told you, I’m not doing it again.”

Edgar laughed as if she’d said something silly. “Come along.” His voice was implacable.

Marcus watched as her brother introduced her to the old gentleman, with what looked like a lot more charm than the perfunctory introduction he’d given Marcus. He couldn’t see how Tessa was responding to the old man’s remarks—her back was to him. But the old man, whoever he was seemed delighted with her.
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