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Chapter One


London, 1816





The sound of the vase shattering broke through the stillness. Lady Ashleigh Pryor hurried toward the drawing room already afraid of what she would find. Her father’s voice cut through the sound of her mother’s tears. “I told you last week that we were invited to the Duke of Suffolk’s ball tonight. Must I always repeat myself? Or is there a reason why you never listen to me?” 

“You never spoke of it,” her mother started to protest. “I didn’t know.” 

“And somehow you accepted an invitation to Lady Shelby’s ball instead?” he mocked. “A viscountess instead of a duchess? What were you thinking?”

Her mother said nothing, and Ashleigh felt the rise of apprehension in her own stomach. She knew she had to intervene, but if she said anything wrong, it might make matters worse for her mother. Sometimes it was better to remain silent and let his fury blow over, pretending as if nothing was wrong. But she wouldn’t know the right course of action until she entered the room.

“Is something wrong, Father?” Ashleigh asked in a cheerful voice, feigning ignorance. She didn’t look at her mother, who was weeping on a chair while the shards of a porcelain vase were scattered on the floor beside her. 

Cecil had thrown the vase at Georgina, meaning to intimidate her. It wasn’t the first time the marquess had done such a thing, but Ashleigh’s stomach knotted at the familiar behavior.

He let out a sigh of disgust. “Your mother accepted an invitation to Lady Shelby’s ball instead of the Suffolk ball. I already told His Grace, days ago, that we would attend.”

Ashleigh knew nothing about his plans. As far as she was aware, they’d accepted Lady Shelby’s invitation last week. Her father often claimed he’d told them something when he hadn’t. Sometimes she wondered whether he did it on purpose, just for an excuse to berate his wife. 

She took a breath and steeled her courage.“What if I attend Lady Shelby’s ball on the family’s behalf, Father? Then the two of you can attend the Suffolk ball,” she suggested. “I can go with Persephone, since I know her family is planning to go.”

Her father’s face tightened. “Don’t be ridiculous. You are the one in need of a husband, Ashleigh. The gentlemen at the duke’s ball will be of higher quality.” He spoke of suitors as if he were choosing a bottle of wine. “I have a few possibilities in mind for you.”

Ashleigh didn’t delude herself into believing he would ever allow her to choose her own husband. This was about status and making the right connections among the gentry. As the Marquess of Rothburn, Cecil Pryor believed he was one step below God, and her future husband would need to reflect that position.

“You wouldn’t want to offend His Grace,” Ashleigh said. “And I can pass along your greetings to Lady Shelby. She may not even notice if you aren’t there.”

Before her father could answer, she turned to Georgina. “Will you help me choose my gown for tonight, Mother?”

“Your mother has other duties,” Cecil snapped. “Your maid can help you choose.”

She didn’t miss the way her mother shrank back in the chair. Georgina’s punishment was about to continue, and there was nothing Ashleigh could do to stop it. The ache in her stomach turned to acid, and she hesitated before asking, “Which ball am I attending?”

Her father sighed. “I suppose if Persephone’s mother and father accepted the invitation to Lady Shelby’s, there may yet be some strong suitors there.”

It had nothing to do with her pleas, Ashleigh knew, and everything to do with the fact that Persephone’s parents were the Duke and Duchess of Westerford. 

“Prepare yourself now, and I will summon another carriage to take you to Lady Persephone’s residence,” her father continued. “I will allow you to attend with Persephone. You will join her and attend the ball with her family. Your mother and I will attend the Suffolk ball instead.” He spoke of it as if it had been his idea and not hers.

Ashleigh nodded and walked to the doorway. “All right. But really, I could use Mother’s assistance.”

“No,” her father answered coldly. To his wife, he commanded, “Meet me upstairs. We have to discuss your inability to listen.”

Ashleigh noticed her mother’s hands shaking. Then Georgina clenched them together as if she could make them stop.

“My lord, please,” Georgina begged. “I am sorry. Truly, I am.”

But her father’s face was cold and unyielding as he repeated, “Upstairs. Now.”

Georgina stood slowly from the chair, wiping the tears from her cheeks. She sent a warning look toward Ashleigh as if pleading with her not to make Cecil angrier.

Both of them left the drawing room, and Ashleigh sat down in her mother’s chair, reaching for one of the shattered pieces of porcelain. Her time was running out. Although she’d saved her pin money, pretending that she’d used it to buy new clothes, she knew better than to believe she had enough to escape this house.

She had to find a way to make money quickly—and a lot of it—if she intended to run away from home. There was a cousin who lived in the north who might give her a place to stay, even if it was only temporary.

Or if she married a man who lived far away from here, that would do as well. But after seeing the nightmare of her parents’ marriage, she wasn’t at all eager to wed. From what she’d witnessed in private, a husband could control every aspect of her life, giving her no freedom at all. She didn’t want to exchange one prison for another.

Ashleigh gripped the edges of her skirts, feeling utterly lost and helpless. Although she might be able to manage her own escape, she didn’t have enough funds to rescue her mother as well.

In her mind, she imagined a small cottage where they lived together in peace, with no one to belittle them. No one to bully them or chastise them for failing to anticipate his wishes. Ashleigh took a breath and steeled her resolution. Somehow, she would find a way to get her mother away from Cecil.

She simply had to.


      [image: ]Now that his business was concluded in London, Cameron MacNeill had made a list of requirements for his future wife. He’d heard a great deal about the mysterious Mrs. Rachel Harding, proprietress of Mrs. Harding’s School for Young Ladies. Or the School for Spinsters as it was better known by the bachelors in London.

Rumor had it that young women who’d lost all hope of finding a husband were schooled by Mrs. Harding in how to become more beautiful and how to behave in polite society. Apparently, Mrs. Harding and her partner had enjoyed a great deal of success in matchmaking. He hoped they could find a wife for him who met his qualifications.

As for himself, he’d done a great deal to appear ordinary to the ladies of the ton. He’d grown his beard out until it nearly touched his chest, disguised his Scottish accent, changed his last name slightly, and he wore unremarkable clothing. Occasionally, he asked a lady to dance, and most appeared horrified by the prospect.

It didn’t bother Cameron at all. He didn’t want a flighty young rose who cared only for balls and diamonds. He wanted a woman with courage, one who would never shy away from adversity. She would need it to live in Scotland. He traveled a great deal, and she would be left alone to raise his son Logan.

And for his boy, he wanted to find someone kindhearted and gentle.

Someone who would embrace her role as a mother and Lady of Kilmartin.

He’d never told anyone in London that he’d built his own fortune and owned a castle. To the ton, he was Cameron Neill, a pathetic excuse for a man—not Cameron MacNeill, Chief of Kilmartin. And given the dangers he’d faced during the Peninsular War, he preferred to remain unnoticed. The less anyone knew about him, the better. They didn’t need to know his title, or that he had a great deal of wealth, or anything about his past.

Unfortunately, he’d done such a fine job of disguising himself that even the ladies who might have suited him as a wife had looked the other way.

But if they could not see beyond physical appearances, he didn’t want them. He needed a wife who could manage the day-to-day affairs of Kilmartin while he served the Crown. Time was running out, so he’d arranged a meeting with Mrs. Harding, in the hopes that she could find him that wife. Money was not a concern of his—only time. And so, he’d decided to seek her assistance. It might mean wedding a lady who was not a beauty. But that didn’t matter to him at all—in fact, he preferred a marriage in name only.

After the footman showed him inside the modest townhouse, he found Mrs. Harding waiting for him in the study. The woman was surprisingly young—in her late twenties at most—and she wore a dark blue gown with her mahogany hair pinned up neatly. Although she dressed like a governess, he suspected that in the right clothing she might be quite attractive. For a moment, he considered it.

“Mr. Neill, do sit down. Would you care for tea?”

“I would, yes,” he agreed. Although he kept his gaze neutral, he didn’t miss the slight frown when she saw his beard and rumpled appearance.

Mrs. Harding gave orders to the footman and then withdrew a pen and paper. “I understand you are seeking a wife, Mr. Neill. Is that correct?” She dipped her quill in the ink well to take notes, which pleased him.

“I am,” he agreed. “And before I tell you my requirements, I must ask that this discussion remain confidential between us.” He didn’t want anyone to know that he had a son. Truthfully, he wasn’t certain he should tell his bride beforehand, though he supposed that wasn’t fair. But she might not agree to marry him if she knew.

“Of course,” Mrs. Harding answered.

He passed her the list, and she took out her spectacles to read it. He’d chosen five primary qualities and had written only seven words on the paper to list them.

1.	Kindness

(Because he wanted his son to love her.)

2.	Of noble birth

(Because he needed a highborn lady who would not be intimidated by the size of his castle at Kilmartin or be looking to marry for money. In fact, it was better if she believed he didn’t have any.)

3.	Confident

(She should be able to manage a small army of servants without being afraid.)

4.	Responsible

(She would need to manage his affairs during his absences and would have to willingly accept motherhood.)

5.	Celibacy

(He didn’t want to share his bed with a woman again.) 

He’d lost his first wife Rebecca when she’d given birth to Logan. The guilt of watching her die—and knowing it had been his fault—haunted him still. He wanted a woman who understood that they could be friends but nothing more.

The footman returned with a tea tray and scones. Mrs. Harding offered cream and sugar, but he took his tea black. She poured him a cup and gave him a scone before she finished reading the list.

“So, five things,” she noted. “These shouldn’t be difficult, except for nobility. Women of noble birth with high dowries typically have their choice of gentlemen. Are you looking for a wealthy bride to rebuild your own finances?”

“Not exactly,” he answered. “It does not matter to me whether she has a high dowry or not. My preference is not to wed a woman who is only interested in wealth.”

Her expression softened. “Interesting. I will take these into consideration. But before we discuss this any further, I should like to know whether you are amenable to changing . . . certain aspects of yourself?”

He knew she was referring to his unkempt appearance. “No. I would prefer to find a wife who does not dwell upon physical appearances. She should be kind, softhearted, and willing to be a mother to my son. I have no need for an heir, and this marriage will not be a true one.” He paused a moment and added, “And I do not wish for her to know about my son until after we are married since it may deter some women.”

“It may,” she agreed, “but is it wise to keep such a secret from her?”

Cameron avoided an answer by saying, “Surely there are women who have come to you who would prefer a friend rather than a husband. Regardless of the obligation?”

She paused a moment. “It sounds as if you want a nursemaid instead of a wife. Is it possible that you do not need to be married at all?”

He didn’t miss her delicate insinuation that he preferred male company. With a shrug, he said, “I would like my son to have a mother. And my home needs a lady’s presence.”

She gave a slight nod of acknowledgement. “Well, be that as it may, my young ladies work very hard at transforming themselves. They become confident women who deserve outstanding marriages. If you are not willing to make any concessions at improving yourself, then perhaps it would be best if you find your own wife without my assistance.”

Her dismissal was obvious, but Cameron wasn’t about to argue. He had reasons enough to disguise himself and had no intention of making a change. If that made him obstinate, so be it.

He stood from the chair. “If you do find a lady who might be interested in such an arrangement, let me know.”

“I have my doubts, but we shall see. If you ever decide that you wish to avail yourself of my services—that is, if you wish to have your choice among women, do let me know. I should be glad to arrange lessons.” She paused a moment and added, “Lady Shelby’s ball is this evening. Do you plan to attend?”

He hadn’t, but he seemed to recall receiving an invitation. “Perhaps.” 

“One of my potential students is attending. And there will be many eligible young ladies there. You should go.” She tilted her head to the side as she studied him. “And you should shave beforehand.”

He ignored her suggestion and simply gave a nod. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Harding. Good afternoon.”

As he left, he took his hat and coat from the footman. A ball wasn’t quite what he had in mind, but he decided to remain in the shadows and gather information. Then he could decide on potential candidates.

While he walked down the steps toward his carriage, his gaze shifted from side to side. He took notice of the bystanders, the street conveyances, and in an instant, he weighed any potential dangers. It had become a habit as natural as breathing, and it had kept him alive on the battlefield more than once.

Tonight, he would enter an entirely new battle—and it was one he intended to win.


      [image: ]Mrs. Harding stood at the edge of the ballroom with her dearest friend and business partner Cedric Gregor. They were here to attend Lady Shelby’s ball for two reasons—first, to observe the behavior of a prospective student, Violet Edwards. And second, to observe Cameron Neill. Rachel idly wondered whether Violet might suit Mr. Neill, but she needed to observe them when they didn’t know she was watching.

“Has he arrived yet?” she asked Cedric.

“I haven’t seen him,” he answered. “But I do see your new pupil over there.” He nodded in the opposite direction.

“How is Violet faring?”

“She’s not speaking to anyone, likely because of her stutter. And she’s making a list.” His face softened with amusement. “She took your assignment very seriously, I must say.”

“Unlike Mr. Neill.” She let out a sigh of frustration. He had come to her, asking for her help in finding a wife but was unwilling to change anything about himself. 

And while she truly believed there was a happy match for everyone, she didn’t think she could work with a stubborn client who deliberately dressed poorly and wore a long beard. Why he believed he could find a wife looking like a beggar was beyond her. “I don’t think he’ll come.”

Cedric gave a noncommittal shrug. “If he arrives, I can try to learn more about him.”

“I just don’t understand. When he came to our school wearing that beard and those clothes . . .” Her voice drifted off. “He’s nothing at all like the sort of gentleman a lady would want to marry. Even if he isn’t handsome, he can obviously afford better clothes if he intends to hire us for assistance.”

Cedric seemed to consider it a moment. “And you say he refused to shave or change his appearance?”

She nodded. At that, her friend started to laugh. “Don’t you see, Rachel? He’s doing it on purpose. Because he doesn’t want to attract women like those.” He glanced over at Lady Persephone and Lady Ashleigh. “He wants someone different.”

Different indeed. She doubted if any woman would be interested in such a man, not only because of his appearance, but also because he truly didn’t want a wife. 

He wanted a mother for his son, and she did understand his desire for secrecy. It would indeed discourage many young ladies from considering him as a match because they were not ready to become a mother. Perhaps he should consider a slightly older woman, or a young widow. Or even better, a woman who could not bear children of her own but longed for a child.

“I am going to look around,” Cedric said. “Take inventory of our gentlemen and debutantes.”

“Tell me if you see anyone who would suit either Miss Edwards or Mr. Neill,” she advised. He nodded and disappeared into the sea of guests. 

Miss Violet Edwards had come to them not long ago, asking to enroll as a pupil. Tonight, Rachel intended to observe the young woman to decide whether to accept her at the school.

Rachel made her way closer to the lemonade, and it was then that she noticed Mr. Neill on the outskirts of the crowd. So, he had decided to attend. 

His gaze moved from one lady to the next, as if he were choosing one of them as a prospect. He even glanced over at Lady Persephone and Lady Ashleigh, his stare lingering for a moment. 

Persephone was now speaking to Violet, whose stutter was apparently getting the best of her. The girl’s cheeks were scarlet while Persephone taunted her. Ashleigh stood beside her, and the look on her face was one of dismay. It appeared that she wanted to say something but was afraid it would make matters worse.

Mr. Neill was watching Ashleigh, and when he saw Violet’s humiliation, his face held pity. Even so, Rachel dismissed the idea of pairing them together. Violet didn’t meet most of the conditions on his list beyond being kind and responsible. The young woman lacked confidence, and a young child might take advantage. Not to mention the fact that she suspected the young woman would eventually want children of her own, so his celibacy requirement wouldn’t do.

Rachel turned back for a fleeting moment, and Mr. Neill had already disappeared again. Strange how he managed to be here one moment and gone the next. She had the sudden feeling that there was so much more to this man than anyone realized.

He didn’t need a delicate flower for a bride. No, he needed someone to stand up to him, to ignore his list, and be a true match. But who among these women had that sort of courage and would not be put off by his appearance?

After a while longer, Cedric returned to her. His face appeared pensive. “I think I may have something—or someone at least—who can help us. She is in dire need of funds.”

“If that is the case, then she doesn’t meet Mr. Neill’s requirement of indifference toward wealth.” Rachel dismissed the idea.

“Oh, she comes from a wealthy family,” he said. “But I overheard Lady Ashleigh speaking to a friend. She was offering to sell her jewels, but her friend wouldn’t buy them. So, being the inquisitive sort of man I am, I asked her if I could be of service. I gave her our information and told her that if she is in need of funds, we may be able to use her assistance. Particularly in regard to Miss Violet Edwards.”

The idea was startling, but Rachel was beginning to see possibilities. Miss Edwards was afraid of Lady Ashleigh, and in order to help the young woman overcome those fears, she needed to face a challenge. “You are a brilliant man.”

“Just so.” He bowed lightly and smiled. Then he added gently, “You know, Mrs. Harding, there are other men in the world who are also brilliant. You deserve your own happiness.”

She wasn’t at all ready to entertain such an idea. The thought of losing her independence and being subjected to a husband’s whims was something she wanted no part of. “Not yet, Cedric.” But she smiled and offered, “What of you? Will we ever find a match for you, my friend?”

His expression turned pensive. “Someday, perhaps. Though I cannot say I don’t dream of finding a person who loves me for who I am.”

She took his arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. In a low whisper, she added, “The right gentleman will find you one day. I have faith.”








  
  

Chapter Two


Four days later





Her time was running out. Ashleigh didn’t know how she was going to escape her household, but if she didn’t, she would remain her father’s pawn forever. 

Strangely, a new possibility had arisen, one that had offered her a way out. She’d met a gentleman named Cedric Gregor at Lady Shelby’s ball. He worked at Mrs. Harding’s School for Young Ladies and had overheard her talking to Persephone. Ashleigh had hoped to sell some of her jewels for her escape fund, but Persephone had only laughed at the idea. 

As the daughter of a duke, Persephone had no need to buy anything. All she had to do was point her finger, and her papa would buy it for her. But Mr. Gregor had mentioned that there was a way she could earn money at the school as a tutor.

And Ashleigh needed funds desperately. 

For that reason, she’d agreed to come to Mrs. Harding’s school early this morning. She had met with Mr. Gregor again, and he’d given her the instructions, along with ten pounds.

“What is it you need me to do?” she’d asked.

“Something unusual,” he admitted. “And you will be paid another ten pounds if you are successful.”

Unusual? Ashleigh was starting to wonder if she’d made a mistake by coming here alone. She’d sent her carriage and footman away, believing that she was meeting with Mrs. Harding. Now, it seemed she’d been mistaken.

Mr. Gregor seemed to recognize her alarm and answered, “Oh it’s nothing dangerous, and certainly nothing that would bring you harm. It’s only that we have another new student who is trying to learn confidence. She is painfully shy with a terrible stutter. I believe you know Miss Violet Edwards?”

A sudden sinking feeling caught in Ashleigh’s stomach. Mr. Gregor had been there that night at Lady Shelby’s ball. She wondered if he’d seen the way Persephone had tried to humiliate Miss Edwards. Likely, he had.

Persephone had wanted to make a wager, in order to embarrass her. Ashleigh had tried to talk Persephone out of it, but the duke’s daughter had been particularly vicious, mocking the young woman’s stutter.

The memory bothered Ashleigh even now. Miss Edwards had done nothing to deserve such nastiness. And once again, Ashleigh had been helpless to defend a victim against a bully. Did that make her a coward? Shame burned within her at the memory.

But what else could she have done? She’d quickly learned the futility of intervening after witnessing her father’s behavior toward her mother. Bullies could not be stopped by arguing or trying to intervene.

On the one occasion she’d tried to stand up for her mother’s sake, it had been like throwing oil on the fire of Cecil’s fury. He’d raged even more at his wife, and Ashleigh had instantly regretted it. Better to say nothing and let the storm of anger die down than to kindle it with opposition.

“Lady Ashleigh?” Mr. Gregor prompted.

“Sorry.” She shook away the memory of that night. “Yes, I know Miss Edwards.”

“I want you to be rude to her. Cruel, even,” Mr. Gregor said. “I want you to behave to Miss Edwards the same way your friend Lady Persephone did. Humiliate her, make fun of her stutter—whatever it takes. Make her cry if you must.”

“No!” Ashleigh said, pushing the money aside. “I would never do such a thing. How can you even ask it of me?” Did he believe she’d been part of the mockery the other night? It certainly seemed so.

She started to rise from her chair, but Mr. Gregor motioned her down. “Hear me out. This is meant to help Miss Edwards.”

“Asking me to be rude and humiliate her is not helping her.” She wouldn’t do it.

“She needs to find her confidence,” he said. “All her life, Miss Edwards has hidden in the shadows, unable to speak to anyone because of her stutter. If she does not find a way to control it, she will be sent away to her grandmother, who has suggested that daily beatings will rid her of that stutter. We are trying to help her avoid that.”

Ashleigh felt the breath leave her at the mention of daily beatings. She knew what it was to watch someone else be harmed, unable to stop it. A sick feeling caught her gut. “Why would—why would being rude help her?”

“Miss Edwards needs to become angry,” he said. “Anger is the only thing that will save her and help her find her courage. She needs someone to ignite that rage, so she can face the worst of her stuttering. I believe that you are just the sort of trigger she needs, and we will pay you to do it.” He paused and slid the money back to her. “You did say you are in need of funds.”

She stared down at the money, a sense of hopelessness cloaking her. This was only a portion of what she needed. But it was good money, and a way out from her father’s house.

“This is not who I am,” she said softly.

“Does it matter?” he asked. “Miss Edwards needs to be pushed to the edge. Whether or not you believe me, you would be helping her. Perhaps you owe her that since you didn’t stand up for her.”

Her face burned with embarrassment for he was right. She did owe Violet something. But behaving like Persephone was a horrifying thought. She didn’t want to treat the young woman in that way.

And yet, she understood why Mrs. Harding and Mr. Gregor were forcing Violet into this situation. Even though it was awful, it could help the young woman to grow angry. All Ashleigh had to do was set aside her conscience and pretend to be her father or Persephone for a short time.

She wanted so badly to refuse. But he was offering her good money that would help her escape with her mother. She couldn’t simply turn away from that, even if she despised herself for what she was about to do.

“We want you to pretend that you are another one of our students,” Mr. Gregor told her. “Miss Edwards believes it will be a dancing lesson. But in reality, it will be a lesson in something entirely different—we want to see if she can defend herself when provoked.”

“I don’t want to be this cruel,” she admitted. “But…do you think it will help her?” That was the only way she would consider it.

“Miss Edwards needs to confront her worst fears in a place where no one else will see her,” he continued. “You do need the money, yes?”

She nodded. “I don’t like it. But I will do what is necessary.” It was playacting, she told herself. 

Even so, guilt flooded through Ashleigh when she took the money and put it in her reticule. She would have to find a way to make Violet upset, to provoke her into anger.

“I am not passing judgment upon you,” he said quietly, walking to the door with her. “It’s role playing with a greater purpose.”

“Violet is going to hate me even more than she already does.” And she fully understood why. How could she not, when Persephone had made her life so miserable, and Ashleigh had done nothing to defend her?

“She might,” Mr. Gregor agreed. “But if you do well in this, I might have a means of helping you escape your household.”

She froze, her face whitening at his offer. “What are you—what are you talking about?”

“I am very thorough when it comes to hiring people,” he said. “I know about your father’s . . . temper. And of his plans to choose a husband for you.”

She started to shake her head. “I don’t—I can’t—” Words utterly failed her as she tried to ascertain how he could possibly know about this.

“There is another gentleman looking for a wife,” he said. “He wants an unusual marriage—one where he can take his bride to Scotland, far into the Highlands. And he wants a celibate arrangement.”

Ashleigh went utterly still at the proposition. If she agreed to the match, she would live nowhere near London and would be far from her father’s reach. If she brought her mother with her, even better. She would almost consider marrying any man at all if that were possible.

All men wanted heirs, didn’t they? But she could see what Mr. Gregor was suggesting. If she challenged Miss Edwards in the way they needed her to, he might help her.

“And you would…introduce me to this gentleman?” she ventured. 

“I could,” he said. “He has promised to provide a good settlement on a wife, and as I said before, he wants a marriage in name only. I believe that may be what you prefer.”

It was something to think about, Ashleigh decided. “All right. After this . . . dancing lesson, you may set up a chance for us to meet. I will consider it.”

“Very good. Now follow me—it’s time for the lesson.” He led her down the hallway to the music room. 

Ashleigh followed him inside, where the dancing master was waiting. There was no sign of Violet yet.

Cedric turned back and warned her, “Remember what we talked about.” To the dancing master, he added, “You are not to intervene when the ladies speak to one another. Lady Ashleigh has specific instructions to follow that are related to Miss Edwards’ lessons.” Then he departed. 

In less than a minute, Violet entered the room. The moment she saw her, the young woman’s eyes widened with horror. She glanced back at the headmistress, who was just leaving the room. 

Ashleigh steeled herself and tried to imagine what Persephone would say. It was time to be the rudest, most despicable person she could think of.

“Hello, Miss Edwards.” Ashleigh greeted her, forcing a knowing smirk on her face. “Or should I c-call you V-violet?”

Miss Edwards appeared horrified, and her face reddened. She remained silent, but her eyes revealed dismay.

Ashleigh was rather proud of the young woman for not responding, but there did seem to be a slight spark of anger in her eyes, which was what they’d wanted. A ripple of guilt caught her, and she despised herself for behaving like this. She’d sounded exactly like Persephone.

Mr. Brown said, “Good afternoon, Miss Edwards. I was just telling Lady Ashleigh that I will be teaching you both a country dance. Now face one another with your shoulders back. Chin up.”

Ashleigh hadn’t expected being rude to be so difficult. But she reminded herself that twenty pounds brought her a great deal closer toward her own goal of escaping her father’s household. It might be a horrible way to earn the money, but this was all she had. She forced herself to continue.

“Do you even know how to dance?” Ashleigh taunted. “I’ve never seen you with a partner at the balls.”

Violet straightened her shoulders and ignored her once again. Ashleigh found that her respect for the young woman was only increasing. If anyone had spoken to her like that, she’d have been furious.

“Now take each other’s hands,” the dancing master continued. 

When Violet hesitated, Ashleigh seized her hands, wondering if it would provoke her to pull away. Instead, Miss Edwards seemed to retreat inside herself even more.

After learning a few more steps, Mr. Brown began to play the pianoforte. Ashleigh began to dance, for she knew these patterns well. Violet stiffened, and even though she followed the steps, the woman’s discomfort was evident.

In the corner, Ashleigh noticed that a door was cracked open. Mr. Gregor and Mrs. Harding must be watching the lesson. And though she didn’t like it, she reminded herself that this was a role to play. It wasn’t real, and she couldn’t think of it in that manner.

She pushed again, pretending it was her father speaking. “W-w-why are you here?” she taunted Violet. “I suppose you didn’t have a choice, did you? No man would want to m-marry s-someone like y-you. You’re the worst of all the s-s-spinsters.”

Tears gathered in the woman’s eyes, and Ashleigh’s own stomach burned with guilt. But what other choice was there but to continue? “Go ahead and cry. I know you want to.” She took Violet’s hand and gripped it hard as they moved through the dance steps.

Silent tears flowed down the woman’s cheeks. The sight of them made Ashleigh turn her own face away to hold back her own tears. She loathed herself for being so cruel. It seemed that she’d broken Violet instead of making her angry, which wasn’t at all what she’d wanted to do. She had to find a way to provoke Violet’s rage, for a furious woman could overcome any number of problems.

Ashleigh thought a moment and came up with one more thing she could do. When they reached the end of the line, she stuck out her foot at the last second. Violet couldn’t stop herself in time, and she hit the floor hard.

I hate this, Ashleigh thought. I’m no better than my father.

“Oops,” she said. “I guess I took the wrong step.” She held out her hand, but Violet didn’t take it. Instead, the young woman swiped at her tears and stood up. The dancing master made no mention of her fall, nor did he ask if Violet was all right. Instead, he continued with the lesson as if nothing had happened.

It seemed that all Ashleigh’s efforts were for nothing. She tried again to tease and provoke her, but the young woman refused to stand up for herself, no matter what else Ashleigh attempted.

This was awful. When the lesson was over, Ashleigh remarked, “I think you’re wasting your time, Violet. And your money. This will never work.”

Violet left without saying anything at all. Once she’d gone, Mr. Gregor emerged from the room on the opposite side. He paid the dancing master and waited for him to leave. The instructor glanced at Ashleigh with a frown but said nothing.

When Mr. Gregor approached her, Ashleigh’s cheeks were burning with her own humiliation. “That was the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life. Don’t ever ask me to do anything like that again. I hated every moment of it.”

Mr. Gregor gave her the remaining ten pounds without saying anything. From his expression, she could tell that he didn’t believe her. “You were quite good.”

“I only did it because I need the money very badly.”

“For your escape,” he agreed. “And yet, your father is a marquess. Some would say that, even as controlling as he is, you’ve never wanted for anything. Are you certain you’re not running away because you aren’t getting what you want?”

All of a sudden, her own anger came rushing in. “My father’s wealth and a title don’t mean anything. You know nothing of my life or the prison I’m trapped in.”

“Some would say your cage is made of gold.”

Ashleigh’s rage erupted, and she reached for the music on the piano and swept it onto the floor. “And is that gold worth it when I watch him hurt my mother? When I see her sobbing afterwards or watch the way she cowers from him?” She paced across the music room. “She’s disappearing, day by day. And I can’t do anything to save her. Under the law, she belongs to him.”

His expression shifted slightly. “And you think twenty pounds will help you?”

“I barely have any pin money. Neither of us has anything at all, beyond jewels. And even those he keeps locked away. On the night of a ball, he chooses what we wear. If I ever lost a single ring or necklace . . .” She let her words drift off. Her fury was starting to dissipate, and she took a deep breath to calm her emotions.

“I must disappear from London and find a way to take my mother with me,” she finished. “It’s the only way I can help her.”

“What of your extended family?” he asked. “Can they offer a place where you can stay?”

“I have a cousin I’ve never met who may or may not help. But my other relatives are loyal to my father. My mother’s family are all dead. She didn’t have brothers or sisters.”

Mr. Gregor reached down to pick up the fallen music, and Ashleigh bent over to help. “I’m sorry for making a mess. I just . . . lost my temper.”

After the sheet music was neatly stacked, Mr. Gregor said, “I will try to arrange an introduction sometime this week to the gentleman I spoke of earlier.”

She let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. “Thank you. Who is he, might I ask?”

“I must discuss this with Mrs. Harding, so I cannot disclose his name as of yet. But if she agrees with me, I will send word.”

“I would consider the marriage,” she said slowly. “But only an elopement in Scotland. I could never gain my father’s permission here. Could he make that happen?”

Mr. Gregor studied her for a long moment in silence. Then at last, he answered, “I will have to ask.”


      [image: ]Cameron removed his hat when he entered Gunter’s Tea Shop. Mrs. Harding was waiting for him at a table, and he greeted her as he took the seat across from her.

“I will admit, I did not expect you to agree to this meeting,” the matron said. “I’ll confess that it wasn’t my idea, but my partner, Mr. Gregor, believes he may have found a possible match for you.”

“I am glad to hear it.” He rested his hat on his knee and added, “I attended a ball the other night and realized how many unsuitable women there are. I wouldn’t trust half of them with a cat, much less my son.” Then, too, he didn’t want to spend a great deal of time in London. If Mrs. Harding could find the right candidate and allow him to return home sooner, so much the better.

“A nursemaid could still fulfill your requirements,” she offered.

He dismissed the idea. “My son deserves a mother, and that is what he shall have.”

From the bemused expression on her face, he was wondering whether Mrs. Harding had truly found him a suitable wife. “If you find a bride for me, I can pay you handsomely.”

“Which I find quite interesting,” she remarked. “For someone without a title, you seem to be remarkably unconcerned about money.”

“I’ve an inheritance,” he said. That was all she needed to know.

“As it happens, we do have someone in mind who might suit your needs. The young woman’s circumstances have changed somewhat. Mr. Gregor suggested her to me, and he has set up a meeting for you to meet her.”

Now this was welcome news. “Who is she?”

“First, I must ask you to agree to my rules. If I introduce you to the lady, you must stay and speak with her for at least fifteen minutes. Anything less would be rude.”

It wasn’t an unreasonable request. If he met the lady and didn’t like her, he couldn’t exactly walk away immediately.

“Agreed,” he answered. From the discerning look on her face, he ventured, “Is she here now?”

But Mrs. Harding didn’t answer. “My second rule is that you may not cause a scene in public. If you do not approve of the match we have chosen, be kind. There is no need to damage her reputation or yours. After the fifteen minutes is over, one of us will ask if you wish to continue your conversation with the lady. If not, we will escort her from your table.”

Once again, he considered the rule to be reasonable. “All right.”

“And last, you must give her a fair chance. Quite often, men judge women before they get to know them. Just as she will likely judge you by your appearance. Let her get to know you, and you must do the same.”

He nodded. At that moment, she rose from the table. “I will now bring you to meet her.”

Cameron offered his arm, and Mrs. Harding took it. She guided him toward the back of Gunter’s, and then he caught sight of her partner, Cedric Gregor. The man faced him, while a young woman had her back to them. Her auburn hair was pulled up and intertwined with white ribbons. Her day dress was white with some sort of embroidery. She appeared to be slender, her posture poised. No doubt she would be horrified at the sight of him. 

Cameron steeled himself for her response, and then Mr. Gregor rose from his seat. “Lady Ashleigh, may I present Mr. Cameron Neill?”

Her initial smile faded as she glanced at Mr. Gregor. “You’re not serious.”

Cameron glanced at Mrs. Harding. “I don’t think we’ll need fifteen minutes.” The lady had made her feelings clear enough. As for his own opinion, he recalled that her best friend had mocked a young woman with a stutter, and Lady Ashleigh had simply watched. He could never give his son into the care of someone like her.

Mrs. Harding wasn’t listening to their protests, and instead gestured for him to sit down. “Keep your word, Mr. Neill. And you, too, Lady Ashleigh. No scenes. Behave yourselves.”

And with that, they departed.

Lady Ashley’s mouth tightened in a grim line. “Surely, this is a mistake.” 

“Oh, undoubtedly. I think we can both agree that we would not have chosen one another?”

“Not in a thousand years.”

Her honesty eased the tension, and in a way, it made the meeting more bearable. At that moment, a young man came to take their orders. Lady Ashleigh hesitated, and Cameron said, “Since we are already in agreement, you might as well choose an ice.” He’d already promised Mrs. Harding he would wait fifteen minutes.

She ordered a raspberry ice, and he chose lemon. After the man departed, Cameron leaned back in his chair. “But I can’t for the life of me imagine why a young woman such as yourself—the daughter of a peer— would seek help from Mrs. Harding’s School for Spinsters.”

“That’s not what it’s called,” she muttered. “And I could ask the same of you.”

“I plan to find a wife who wants a marriage in name only,” he remarked. “Someone willing to run my household, since I am often away.”

She frowned. “And they thought I would suit?”

“For some reason.” He shrugged, and the waiter brought over their ices. He dug in with a spoon, while she did the same. “You’re not at all the sort of woman I could ever imagine as my wife.” Lady Ashleigh might be beautiful, but he could never tolerate a cruel person. He wouldn’t dare put his son at risk.

“Nor could I marry a man like you,” she answered. She tasted her ice, and her face transformed as she savored it, closing her eyes. It unsettled him, for there was no denying her beauty. It was her personality that he found abhorrent.

“I would like to know why you asked for Mrs. Harding’s assistance. Aren’t you a viscount’s daughter?”

“My father is a marquess,” she corrected. “And yes, I am an heiress. Finding a husband isn’t the difficult part. It’s gaining my father’s consent.”

Once again, her expression shifted. Cameron prided himself on reading people, and whatever was on her mind right now bothered her deeply. He sensed exactly what it was. “Your father plans to choose your husband. Or he’s already chosen him. Am I right?”

She gave a single nod. “My life is not my own to live. It’s a prison.”

“And you want to marry someone else without your father’s knowledge or permission.”

“Someone who would be willing to give me my freedom,” she admitted. Then she quickly added, “Not you.”

“Of course not. I’ve no wish to wed a woman who is entertained by the misfortune of others.”

At that, her face turned scarlet. “You know nothing about me.”

“I know that your friend tormented a young lady with a stutter. And you stood by and watched. That’s not the sort of woman any man wants to marry.”

“And was I supposed to humiliate Violet further?” Ashleigh demanded. There was a darker emotion coloring her words. Almost as if she were embarrassed. “I cannot stop Persephone. She’s spoiled and the daughter of a duke. She does whatever she pleases. I asked her not to tease, but she ignored me.”

He gave a nod. “You let her run all over you, just as your father does.” That trait wouldn’t at all be useful with Logan. His son had a strong personality and would need someone able to manage his behavior. With kindness, though.

“I’m beginning to see why you need assistance from Mrs. Harding,” he continued. “But even though I now understand what they were thinking—you want your independence, and I want a wife who does not mind my travels—we are not suited.”

Again, she nodded. For a few moments, they ate in silence. She set down her spoon and asked, “I don’t understand why you even want to marry. Surely you have a housekeeper and someone to manage the estate.”

He had no intention of telling her about his son. Only his future wife would know about Logan, and even then, only after he’d brought her to Scotland. “I have my reasons.”

She studied him for a moment. Then she frowned. “When was the last time you shaved?”

“Years ago.” He’d let it grow because the disguise was necessary for his wartime assignment. And by the time he returned home, Rebecca had been heavy with child. She’d disliked the beard, but she’d understood why he’d kept it.

Now, it was more out of his own wish to disguise his face. He didn’t want anyone to notice him—he wanted their glance of disgust before turning away. It was the best way to gain information. No one paid him any attention whatsoever.

“You aren’t that bad looking beneath it,” she offered. “If you were to shave, I imagine there’s a young woman who would be glad to marry you. Violet Edwards, perhaps. Or Emma Bartholomew.”

“Perhaps,” he hedged, not recognizing the names. “But I require a woman with a backbone.”

Ashleigh smiled at that. “It won’t be mine. I’ve no interest in wedding a man with secrets, who doesn’t want to be a true husband, or who fancies himself a wizard with his long beard.”

He nearly choked on that. “A wizard, am I?”

“Or a warlock. I half expect you to cast a curse on me for not defending Violet. You know perfectly well that if I’d done anything to interfere, Persephone would have made it far worse. Sometimes it’s better to remain silent and let it go.”

He didn’t believe her at all. Lady Ashleigh was nothing but a spoiled heiress who couldn’t be bothered. “Anyone who stands aside and does nothing when someone is attacked is just as guilty.” He finished his own ice, and her face turned crimson again.

“I don’t think there’s anything left to say, do you?”

He shook his head and tossed a handful of coins on the table to pay for the ices. “I wish you luck in finding a husband, Lady Ashleigh.”

For it would never be him.


      [image: ]Ashleigh counted her savings four times, but there still was not enough. She had hollowed out the interior of a book and hidden her pouch of money within it. A moment after she’d returned the book to the shelf, she heard footsteps approaching. A knock sounded at her door, and she opened it.

Her maid greeted her and said, “Lord Rothburn has asked to speak to you in the drawing room, Lady Ashleigh. And he has a gentleman with him.”

“Who is the gentleman?” she asked.

“I don’t know, my lady. I’ve not seen him before.”

Ashleigh wondered what her father was planning. But she smoothed out her dress and fixed her hair. A sudden feeling of uncertainty caught her stomach, and she had a feeling her father had chosen a suitor for her to marry.

“What is my father’s demeanor?” she asked her maid. “Does he seem to be pleased?”

“Yes, my lady. He and the gentleman seem to be good friends.”

The feelings of anxiety only heightened as Ashleigh left her room and descended the stairs. As she passed her mother’s room, she saw the open door. Georgina was seated beside the hearth, staring into the flames. From her profile, she appeared carved out of ice. Misery lined every feature, and Ashleigh knew there was nothing she could say to make it better. Her mother was as trapped as she was.

Although she understood what Mrs. Harding had intended by introducing her to Mr. Neill, Ashleigh wasn’t that desperate yet. Somehow, she would find another way to get them out. Would this suitor provide a way? If he was friends with her father, likely not. But she had another twenty pounds. Perhaps there was other work she could do for Mrs. Harding to help Violet.

When she entered the drawing room, her father greeted her with a warm smile and reached out for her hand. “My dear, thank you for joining us. I am most pleased to introduce you to Victor Colfax, Viscount Falkland.” Ashleigh offered her hand, and the viscount kissed it. She guessed he was similar in age to her father, possibly in his mid-fifties. He had lost most of his gray hair, save that around his ears. He was clean shaven, except for long sideburns that reached his chin.

“Lord Falkland is to be your new husband.” Her father beamed at her, while sending her a simultaneous look of warning. “I have accepted his proposal on your behalf.”

A wave of panic washed over her, and Ashleigh clenched her lips together to stop herself from blurting out a refusal. Instead, she took a deep breath and then asked, “I’m sorry, but what did you say?”

Had he already arranged the engagement without even asking her? That was a foolish question. Of course he had.

“We’ve been discussing the betrothal details,” Cecil continued. “You will go to live with Falkland in Yorkshire. He has an estate there, and he is eager to wed. By next year, you could be holding his heir in your arms.” Her father’s smile deepened. “Now, aren’t you pleased?”

Ashleigh was torn between wanting to tell the truth—that she was utterly horrified by the prospect—and the realization that her next move would dictate her father’s mood and behavior tonight. If she refused the suitor or dared to defy Cecil, he would not only rage at her, but he would likely take it out on his wife as well.

Careful, she warned herself. Now was not the time to voice her true opinion.

“I am . . . overwhelmed.” She let out a breath of air. Overwhelmed by the fact that her time was running out. She would have to leave even sooner than she’d imagined.

“That’s to be expected,” Lord Falkland said. “Rothburn, I never realized what a beauty your daughter is. I am very much looking forward to this marriage.” His eyes slid over her body, and Ashleigh felt her own sense of disgust rising. The idea of enduring the touch of this man was like being covered with spiders. No, it could never happen.

“When?” she managed to ask at last. She needed to know how much time she had left to plan her escape.

“Oh, we’ll want to have the banns read,” her father said. “A month or so, I should think. Unless our bridegroom is eager and wants to procure a special license?”

Lord Falkland laughed. “I am eager indeed.” He studied her again with a leer and added, “There is a masquerade ball Saturday next. Will you be attending?”

“Of course,” her father answered. “Our family would not miss it. The Duke and Duchess of Westerford are hosting it.”

So, she had at least a week—possibly a month before the wedding, if her father was to be believed. But she never knew whether he was telling the truth.

“Then I hope to claim a dance with you there,” Lord Falkland said. He took her hand and raised it to his lips again, letting them linger this time. Ashleigh couldn’t bring herself to give a false smile. But at least she didn’t pull her hand away.

“We will meet again to discuss the dowry and the wedding arrangements,” Lord Falkland said to her father. Then he released her hand and bowed.

Ashleigh waited until both men had left the room before she sank into a chair. Hot tears gathered in her eyes, but she held them in. Instead, she made plans, imagining where she would go. She could start with her cousin’s house in the north and beg for help. After that, perhaps she could travel to Germany or Italy. Somewhere far away where her father could never find her.

Or Scotland, her brain suggested.

No, she could never consider marrying Mr. Neill. They had already agreed it wouldn’t work. She told herself that it didn’t matter that he’d suggested a marriage in name only. She would only be exchanging one prison for another. 

And the man had no title, lands, or wealth. Money meant power, and her father had plenty of that. If she ran away with Mr. Neill, her father would have him arrested for kidnapping—or he would bribe someone to bring her home again. It was too dangerous.

If only there was another gentleman with whom she could elope, someone who would take her far away from here. And then they could send someone to fetch her mother and take Georgina away from Cecil.

Ashleigh let her mind fill up with images of a small cottage somewhere in the countryside. She would learn to cook and clean. If it meant leaving this life behind, she would do anything.

Perhaps Mrs. Harding had another gentleman who might suit her. Someone with enough money to offer the escape she so desperately needed, who could not be intimidated by her father.

“I am proud of you, Ashleigh,” her father said when he returned. She glanced over at the door, and he continued. “I know this came as a shock to you.”

He didn’t seem to care that she hadn’t spoken but kept on. “But trust that I do know what is best. Falkland will make an excellent husband for you.”

She waited several moments before she finally gathered her words. “How did you decide on the viscount?”

At that, her father laughed. “Funny you should ask. I lost a hand of cards. Falkland already has plenty of wealth, so he asked me for your hand in marriage instead. I thought it an excellent trade.”

Ashleigh’s hands clenched into fists. “You sold me?”

“Sold is such a vulgar word. He won you, my dear. And what a prize you are. He promised that there is no need for your dowry—he wants only a young, beautiful bride to give him a son.”

She couldn’t even bring herself to look at him. Her father appeared utterly delighted with himself. It took everything within her to maintain the cold façade that might convince him she didn’t care. Quietly, she rose from her seat. “I must dress for dinner.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Her father laughed softly. “This marriage will be quite a match. I promise you will be pleased.”

But she left the room, knowing the marriage would never happen. She would never consent, no matter what Cecil said or did. And now, it was imperative that she finish her plans to escape.

It was her only way out.
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