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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A RACE TO THE FINISH LINE

          

        

      

    

    
      May 20, 1817, Epsom Downs, Surrey

      “He’s holding his own,” Alistair Comber commented, his eyes darting between the pocket watch he held and the opera glasses he was using to better see the jet black horse as it powered its way along the U-shaped race course.

      Although the track at Epsom Downs started with a bit of a climb, the finish featured a slight downhill grade. An early morning rainfall had settled the dust, but clods of soil flew up from the horse’s hooves as they took flight with each gallop.  “It’s a good thing the Derby isn’t a two-mile race any longer, though,” he added with a frown as he noted how the Thoroughbred’s overall pace seemed to slow down after the first turn.

      “Agreed,” Randall Roderick, Marquess of Reading, replied as he watched his newest racehorse, Zeus, round the last turn and head for the finish line. “He doesn’t have the stamina for two miles. But this one-and-a-half-mile track may just be his forté—if he can do it in under three minutes. If he can’t ... well, I suppose I would rather he race than pay the forfeit fee.”

      Alistair gave him a nod. “Two-hundred guineas is a rather rich fine for pulling out,” he agreed. “Have you had any luck finding a suitable cold-blood mare for him? He would probably make an excellent stud.”

      Shaking his head, Randall worried that Alistair was suggesting he simply put Zeus out to stud rather than continue his training as a racehorse. The man was an expert when it came to horses, whether they raced or were used for farming or puling equipage or for simply riding. “I have not,” he replied as he watched Zeus finish the run.

      “Looks like two-minutes, fifty-five seconds, my lord,” Alistair said with a nod. “I think you may have yourself a racehorse.”

      Randall breathed a sigh of relief. He pulled a cheroot from his waistcoat pocket and offered it to Alistair.

      The second son of an earl shook his head. “Thank you, but no.” At the raised eyebrow the marquess gave him, he added, “I brought my wife along on this trip to Surrey, and I shouldn’t want to smell like a men’s club when I’m escorting her to dinner this evening.” He nodded toward the young woman who sat in a curricle positioned so she could watch the practice runs. She gave a tentative wave when she noticed his gaze. “Julia wanted the chance to get away from London for a bit.”

      The marquess dared a glance toward Julia Harrington Comber. The daughter of Stanley Harrington, Earl of Mayfield, Julia might have been expected to make a match with a duke or marquess’ son, but she had opted to accept the marriage proposal of her father’s then-groom and now the head of his stables and horse breeding program—and a frequent consultant to Tattersall’s. It was Alistair’s connection to the horse trader’s business that had Randall seeking his advice when it came to his racehorse.

      Randall felt a stab of jealousy that a man of Alistair’s age— six-and-twenty, if he had heard correctly—had figured out it was time he take a wife and start a family. “And how do you like being leg-shackled?” Randall asked when he returned his attention to Alistair.

      The groom gave him a nervous grin. “I like it far more than I thought I would,” he answered with a nod. “But then, I’m one of the lucky ones. I ended up with a spirited filly,” Alistair said, one eyebrow arching up.

      Randall dared another glance in the direction of Mrs. Comber just as she blew her husband a kiss. Despite his reputation—Randall was known in London as the Rake of Reading—he found himself rather shocked by the young woman’s gesture. Shocked, and just a bit, well, jealous of the earl’s son. “I see what you mean,” he said with an arched eyebrow of his own.

      Noting how the jockey who had ridden Zeus was heading his way with the horse in tow, he held out his right hand. “Thank you for your help. I’ll see to your fee when I’m back in London.”

      Alistair shook the man’s hand and gave him a bow. “Good luck, my lord.” Stepping back, he made his way to his curricle as Randall turned his attention to the jockey.

      “Any trouble?” he asked. The man shook his head and pulled Zeus so the horse stood even with him.

      “He’s fast, my lord, and I’d be willing to wager a year’s earnings on him winning the Derby.”

      Randall took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Well, there won’t be any of that, son,” he said, knowing anything could happen between now and the race two days hence. Zeus could end up poisoned, or drugged with cocaine, or come up lame from an injury in the stables. The marquess was determined nothing egregious would happen, though. His stable-hands were more than they seemed. Should anyone try to get near the black Thoroughbred, at least one of them would see to it Zeus was protected. “Run him easy tomorrow, and take care you’re not pissed day after tomorrow.”

      The jockey bowed. “Of course, my lord.”

      Randall gave Zeus a quick pat and took his leave of the racetrack, his mind on cold-blood English mares.

      It was well past time he found himself a spirited filly—and not just the mare he needed for the next generation of Reading racehorses.

      He needed a wife.

      And at five-and-thirty, he needed an heir before he crossed the finish line.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            A BIRTHDAY PRESENT ARRIVES IN THE FORM OF A PUZZLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Very, very early in the morning of September 15, 1817

      Lord Charles Henry Goodwin, Earl of Wakefield, glanced in the cheval mirror. Not a particularly vain man, he still wished to leave his next visitor with a somewhat positive first impression. If he did, perhaps she would return to his bed another night and ply her trade again. As it was, he had few ladies of the evening who made the trip up the two flights of stairs and to his bedchamber more than once—despite the fact that his bedchamber was located in the fashionable Curzon Street terrace he called home when he was in London.

      He wondered if there was something about his body they did not care for (doubtful, but possible, he considered), or if perhaps he was a bit too quick with his tumbles and left the ladybirds less than satisfied.

      It could not be their compensation, for he was quite generous with his sovereigns. No, he thought as he gazed at the candlelight image of himself in the looking glass. It was probably the Rule. For no matter what time his appointment arrived, they were to be out of his bed at two o’clock in the morning and out of his house no later than two-oh-five.

      A man had to have his sleep, after all.

      So, if he returned from White’s or a ball at one-thirty on one of those two nights a week, a trollop would no doubt be waiting in a chair just past the vestibule, sometimes incensed that she had been left waiting for hours and then had to undress quickly, be available for whatever debauchery he thought of as fun for the evening, and then be out the front door before she’d had enough time to properly redress herself. Such were the vagaries of being a prostitute sent to the home of Lord Wakefield by her madame.

      The brocaded dressing gown he wore, closed in front with a loosely knotted belt, covered most of his firm, muscled body. The opening at the top revealed a dusting of dark hair on the bronzed skin of his chest. The deep brown color of the fabric nearly matched the closely cropped hair on his head, a lock of which always seemed to hang above one eyebrow.

      His face, too broad to be considered oval, sported high cheekbones, a nose that had at one time been broken and not quite put back into place, and a broad mouth. Wakefield prided himself on the condition of his teeth, all of which were still intact and kept as white as possible with the frequent use of tooth powder and a brush. That way, when he smiled, he could dazzle his peers in Parliament or impress the ladies at the theatre or a ball. He was in the process of testing their whiteness with a grimace aimed at the mirror when his valet stepped close.

      “My lord,” Chester spoke quietly. “Your appointment is here. Miss Eleanor Merriweather.”

      Wakefield tore his attention from the mirror and gave his valet a glance. “Thank you, Chester. You may retire for the night,” he said with a nod, wondering at the name his valet had offered. Usually Chester only gave him first names. Or nicknames. He rather doubted any of the ladies of the evening used their Christian names.

      When the valet stood his ground, apparently trying to decide whether he should say something else, Wakefield regarded him with furrowed brows. “What is it?”

      Chester angled his head in the direction of the girl who stood near the door to his bedchamber. Wakefield followed suit, giving the chit a quick look. Although her head was bent down, and despite the pelisse she wore, he could see she was petite, pale, and brunette, his favorite set of features in a lightskirt. “She seems ...” Chester paused, not wanting to anger his employer. “Not like the others,” he whispered, his eyes as downcast as the girl’s.

      Wakefield was about to crack that it was about time Lucy Gibbons sent him a truly naughty wench, but another glance at the girl told him that she probably wasn’t very naughty. She looked as if she could be a rather proper girl except for the messy bun atop her head and the wrinkled gown she wore.

      Rolling his eyes, Wakefield nodded. “Thank you for the insight, Chester.” He motioned with his hand. “Does she know the Rule?” he remembered to ask when his valet was just about to leave the bedchamber.

      “Yes, my lord,” Chester replied before giving the young girl what could only be described as a look of sympathy.

      Lord Wakefield regarded his visitor, a slight alcoholic haze clouding his sight just a bit. At the sound of the door closing, the young woman looked up, making brief eye contact with the earl before averting her gaze. She is young, he thought, wondering why his image of her seemed somewhat blurred. He hadn’t had that much to drink.

      A puzzle, she was, but wasn’t everyone when he first met them? A ten-piece puzzle with uneven edges and some pieces not always interlocked with the others. He imagined dumping them out of their wooden box onto a card table, turning some over so their images were right side up and quickly arranging them so they were evenly spaced out.

      He moved closer. “What should I call you, Miss Merriweather?” his question coming out a bit louder than he meant it to.

      The girl nearly jumped off the floor at the sound of his voice, but then she executed a perfect curtsy, her reticule bobbing from one hand. “Eleanor, my lord.”

      Wakefield bowed, impressed by the young woman’s poise. “How old are you?” he asked, guessing seventeen but thinking she was probably already past her majority. Young women’s ages were always so tricky.

      “Eighteen, my lord,” she replied quietly, a slight quaver to her voice.

      A puzzle piece clicked into place.

      Her eyes finally looked up and locked on his. Brown eyes, he realized, or perhaps hazel given the dark brown hair that curled around her face and was otherwise knotted on the top of her head in that loose, messy bun.

      Not so very young, he considered, but why is she blurry? I am not that foxed that I can’t see straight. As he moved closer, he realized her entire body was ... vibrating. Shivering, he realized. The fire was still ablaze and the room was a bit warmer than he liked for these late summer nights, so why ...?

      “Are you cold?” he asked then, moving slowly to stand before her. She was pretty, he decided. Very pretty. Her skin was like porcelain, with no blemishes, and her cheeks were rosy. At first he thought she might have used cosmetics to redden her lips and color her cheeks, but upon closer inspection, he realized she wore none. She’s truly blushing.

      Not a typical lightskirt.

      A puzzle piece hung for a moment, not quite fitting.

      “I am very warm, thank you, my lord,” she replied, again with the quaver in her voice.

      A different puzzle piece clicked into place.

      She’s frightened, he realized. Good God, what have the harlots been saying about me at Lucy’s place? he found himself wondering. “Well, you needn’t be frightened of me,” he said defensively. “I promise, I will not hurt you,” he added before glancing at the clock. It was already after one. “You should be getting undressed, though. We don’t have a lot of time,” he said then. “You can hang your garments over there,” he pointed in the direction of a richly upholstered chair located near the fireplace. As he was about to untie his dressing gown, he noticed she had removed her pelisse but hadn’t made an effort to remove her dress. “Well?” he asked impatiently, noticing her pelisse was of recent construction, the fabric showing little in the way of wear and tear. Even her gown seemed new, although whatever she had been doing in it that day seemed to have wrinkled it. For a moment, he thought she might have come straight from another tumble, one in which she hadn’t had to remove her gown. For some reason, the thought excited him. Most of the women sent from Lucy’s shed their garments before they climbed onto his bed, but one or two wore their chemise and corset.

      Although he was tempted to tup her over the edge of his bed, he decided he wanted her undressed.

      Completely.

      Naked and in the middle of the bed.

      The young woman’s large brown eyes looked up at him again. They were bright, as if she were on the verge of tears. He had seen those eyes before, he remembered. On a doe he had discovered in the back gardens of the Wakefield estate in Hampshire. She had been eating the rosebuds. And those eyes had looked at him in sudden fear as he drew his bow and let loose the arrow that killed her.

      That deer had been dinner for several nights.

      And that look haunted him now as he regarded Eleanor Merriweather.

      “I cannot undo the buttons by myself,” she replied, turning slowly until her back faced him.

      The earl blinked. Well, this is a first, Wakefield thought as he reached out to the row of jet buttons that held her gown closed. “You’ll have to remember to wear a gown that doesn’t have buttons the next time you’re here. I’ve no lady’s maid in this household,” he scolded lightly, quickly finishing the task of unbuttoning her gown as if he did it every night. Then he reached down to grab a handful of muslin to pull the gown, and while he was at it, her petticoat, over her head.

      A puzzle piece was still hanging out there, he remembered, wondering what it was about this chit that had him behaving, well, a bit more civilly than he might normally. He ignored her gasp as the gown and petticoat were freed from her body. He tossed it rather unceremoniously toward the chair and then moved to undo the ties of her corset. Within a few seconds, he had that garment as well as her chemise removed.

      Eleanor’s arms instinctively wrapped around the front of her body, covering her bared breasts. Wearing only black slippers, stockings and garters, she held herself very still.

      From Wakefield’s perspective, she was the most erotic sight he had ever laid eyes upon. And he was merely looking at her backside—a long neck and longer back, slim waist, perfect bottom and shapely legs. He sighed in appreciation, and Eleanor dared to look at him from over her shoulder. “I’ll remember, my lord,” she murmured, her eyes turning down again.

      Another puzzle piece clicked into place.

      “Call me Henry,” he replied, surprising himself as he reached out to place a hand on her shoulder. He found he felt a bit of relief when she didn’t flinch at his touch. With a gentle shove, he turned her body slowly until she faced him. He reached out to lift one hand from a breast and raised it to his lips.

      Eleanor’s eyes followed the motion, and she watched while he kissed the back of her fingers. His eyes took in the front of her. She gave him her other hand when he raised an eyebrow. He held both hands in his much larger hands while he continued to gaze at her. “You’re very pretty,” he murmured, suddenly feeling very sober.

      And very aroused.

      Her pale breasts were pert and round, tipped with nipples that were especially dark and already tightened into hard buds. And her mound of brown curlies, so small between the creamy white thighs, caught his eye. He licked his lips in anticipation.

      The puzzle was nearly complete.

      “Thank you. Hen ... Henry,” she stammered. “I am to tell you, ‘happy birthday’ ... I am ...” She paused a moment to take a breath and to swallow hard. “I am your birthday gift.”

      The words were nearly strangled coming out, but Wakefield heard them clearly enough. “Indeed?” he replied in delight, a smile making his face appear friendly. He hadn’t thought much about his twenty-seventh birthday. Next week sometime, he remembered absently.

      So if Lucy had sent Eleanor for his birthday, he thought he should figure out why the chit had been chosen as his gift.

      Another puzzle piece!

      What special talent did she possess that he might find enjoyable or more pleasurable than the regular whores Mrs. Gibbons sent to him twice a week? He felt Eleanor relax a bit and realized he had probably been scowling at her all night. “Well, since I have unwrapped my present, I shall have to decide what to do with you,” he said lightly, placing her hand on his arm and leading her to the bed. Perhaps she is an accomplished kisser, he thought happily. One didn’t usually kiss whores, but with those red, full lips, she seemed imminently kissable.

      Or perhaps she would straddle him and ride him like a racehorse, bending low over him so that he might capture her dark nipples with his teeth and tongue. “Climb up,” he said happily, removing his dressing gown in a flourish and tossing it toward the chair by the fire.

      The young woman let out a squeak and stepped back, trying hard as she did so to avert her gaze from his sudden nakedness.

      Wakefield grinned. “No need to be shy,” he said, leaning over to grasp Eleanor by the sides of her waist and lifting her onto the bed. Her hands had instinctively reached for his shoulders, her warms fingers pressing into his flesh so that the ends of her fingernails left little half moon brands in his skin. The thought of the way she clung to him for that moment had his cock hardening even more than the sight of her breasts.

      He felt her body shiver and realized she was trembling.

      Her entire body was quaking. Such anticipation, he thought, arranging the puzzle piece so it fit into the picture he was slowly creating of her. He lowered his mouth to one of her breasts, breathed in the soft scent of her skin. She wore no perfume but smelled faintly of lemon soap. She bathed for me, he thought in wonderment, his body responding more quickly than usual to the feel of her body against his.

      Another puzzle piece clicked into place.

      Laving his tongue across the ruched bud, he felt delight when her entire back arched up and an audible gasp escaped her lips. He drew his tongue across to the other breast, repeating his quick seduction of that nipple while a thumb and forefinger pinched her other nipple. The double hitch in her breath told him she was feeling something from his ministrations.

      I usually don’t do this to a whore, he considered. He was usually the one being pleasured, the one being stroked and suckled. This night was different, though. This woman was soft and silken and responsive, clean and fresh, her innocent act from a few moments ago a powerful aphrodisiac that made him want to pleasure her until she fractured. He wanted to take her right then, though. Bury himself deep inside her and allow his release. The mere thought of spilling his seed inside her nearly had him climaxing right then.

      Hold on, he thought. He wanted this harlot back in his bed. The puzzle of her was nearly complete, but what was the hurry in completing it in one night? This was no time to turn selfish and take his pleasure before he had seen to hers.

      From the corner of one eye, he watched as her fingers clutched the bed’s counterpane. It was if she had to anchor herself to the bed or risk floating above it from the shear pleasure of his touch, he thought with some amusement. If he continued to pleasure her, he was sure she would return to his bed, perhaps even beg to be sent back to him. Yes, this was one puzzle he would gladly welcome to his bed again and again.

      He slid one knee over hers, forcing her legs to spread apart just a bit as he slid the fingers of one hand down her sides and across her belly, barely touching her skin as he did so. She continued to gasp, continued to hold onto handfuls of the counterpane as her body arched up, her dark nipples erect atop the beautiful mounds of her breasts. Nipples of Venus, he thought, wondering briefly where he had sampled the chocolate confection. But these were so much better, he considered, offered to him on a plate of silken skin that tasted slightly of salt and smelled of pure womanhood.

      Another puzzle piece clicked into place.

      Lifting his body over hers, he watched as her brown eyes widened, watched as her mouth shaped into an ‘o’, and smiled when she nearly screamed as his thumb caressed the swollen folds between her thighs. God, she’s beautiful, he thought, lowering his head to her belly. He slid the palms of his hands beneath her, lifting her bottom until her thighs fell apart. Once she was opened to him, he reached out with his tongue and laved it across her womanhood. Once, twice, and then, after a pause, his lips suckled the swollen mass.

      When the sound of her sudden cry and subsequent mewling reached his ears, he allowed a smile. Success!

      Straightening his body so he stood on his knees, he rested his hands on her bent legs as he regarded his nearly completed puzzle. Her entire body was flushed in a becoming pink glow. Her hair, which had been barely held up with a few pins, was now splayed across the dark counterpane in a golden brown halo. She looks like an angel, he thought happily, deciding it was his efforts that had brought about the glow.

      He gave her a nod, and then glanced down when he saw the object of her shocked gaze. He shrugged. “I’m sure you’ve seen many like mine,” he teased, indicating his hardened cock as it bobbed from its nest of dark curls.

      A last puzzle piece was almost ready to be put into place.

      “Or perhaps not,” he commented with amusement as he regarded his member. “I am told it is larger than most,” he announced proudly, just as he lowered the object of her attention into her wet, warm sheath, thrusting himself a bit harder than he intended when he felt a hint of resistance. Before he could register the shock and subsequent wince he noticed on her face, or hear the sudden hiss of air she sucked in through her teeth, he let out a growl at the tightness that surrounded his manhood. He let out another growl when he felt her body arch against his, and still another when her knees raised up and pressed against his hips, allowing him deeper inside her warm cocoon. He hadn’t even had a chance to begin the rhythmic motions of intercourse when his body betrayed him, the contractions of a climax so intense he nearly passed out from the sudden pleasure.

      “I am quite sure I would not know,” Eleanor said quietly, her lips nearly touching his ear as she spoke the words. Her short breaths seemed to caress his hair, ruffling a few of the strands near his ear so they tickled.

      The earl stirred and lifted his head from where it had fallen above her shoulder. “What did you say?” he asked. He had expected her to at least agree or counter his claim with a playful guffaw as any other harlot would have done.

      And then he considered what had just happened.

      “I’ve never done this before,” she whispered, her head shaking back and forth against the counterpane.

      Click!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            A RAKE PAYS WITNESS TO A VISIT

          

        

      

    

    
      A bit after midnight of September 15

      Randall Roderick watched from his bedchamber window as what appeared to be a hackney pulled up in front of the townhouse across the street and to the west of his own. His butler, Giles, had informed him that an earl occupied that particular property. “He is in residence almost year ’round, my lord,” the butler had said in a manner suggesting he was the aristocrat and not the marquess he served. “Young, unmarried, and he has the reputation of a libertine.”

      This last comment had Randall arching an eyebrow. He was quite sure Giles knew the name of said earl and was probably holding it back in the hopes he could impress his master with it when asked as to the identity of the earl.

      Randall didn’t ask.

      He would meet the man soon enough—if not on one of his morning walks, then in the chambers at Parliament.

      And so what if the man was a libertine? Randall had just spent the evening at White’s in the company of just such a gentleman, although to be fair to the Earl of Wakefield, he was better known as a rake rather than a libertine. And Randall was quite sure his butler was aware of his own reputation as the Rake of Reading.

      He had earned the moniker at an early age, delighting in seducing young widows and bedding lonely matrons whose husbands were busy at men’s clubs and brothels. Handsome and possessing an ease with conversation and an education commensurate with his position as a marquess, Randall was soon a father four times over. He never married the mothers of his bastard sons, although he would have been unable to do so in the case of two of them, considering they were already married. He kept in touch with the boys he was allowed to, though, and saw to the placement of the two born to unmarried women in homes of well-to-do cits.

      He also saw to their education. The oldest was already seventeen, the age at which Randall had impregnated his daughter-of-a-viscount mother. She was long gone from London, married to a baron who claimed to love her despite her having been ruined. The two were now raising a brood somewhere in Northumberland.

      Randolph Roderick—Randall had made sure the boy had his surname—was now at Oxford. Randall could only hope his son had taken his advice regarding the use of French letters whilst at university. “There is nothing more frightening to a man of your age than to discover you’re about to become a father,” he warned Randolph. “Nor more expensive. Illegal or not, use them,” he had commanded. He rather wished his own father had suggested he employ condoms. Had he done so, he was quite sure he wouldn’t have fathered three more sons in the next seven years.

      Four sons and not a single heir. Well, it was past time he do something about his status as an unmarried aristocrat. He needed a wife and a legitimate son.

      The marquess returned this attention to the hackney across the street. The driver had stepped down and opened the door, appearing a bit impatient as he waited for his passenger to take her leave.

      The figure that emerged was definitely a woman, although the gas lights lining Curzon Street proved too dim to illuminate her. Having seen the same situation occur just a few days ago at exactly midnight, and a few days before that at midnight, the marquess realized his neighbor must have arranged a regular liaison with a courtesan or two. Having still been awake a few nights ago, he had been aware of a hackney returning to the townhouse at two o’clock in the morning, its passenger the very woman who had been left there two hours earlier.

      Randall couldn’t help the bit of envy he felt at knowing a neighbor didn’t have to seek female companionship but rather had it delivered to him. The earl was probably just like Randall had been ten or fifteen years ago. Young, handsome, too confident—and randy.

      Hell, I’m still handsome and confident, Randall thought, noting his reflection in the window glass. If he held his head up just a bit, his second chin wasn’t the least bit evident.

      The sound of horse hooves had him returning his attention to the earl’s visitor. The hackney pulled away, leaving its passenger regarding the townhouse for a moment before she finally made the short walk to the stairs.

      When the young woman reached the top step of the townhouse, she paused and glanced around. Randall was quite sure she was barely out of the schoolroom, if she had ever been in one. Young, dark of hair and wide-eyed, she paused before she lifted a gloved fist to rap on the door.

      He wondered at her hesitance. The other ladybird he had seen approach the townhouse had done so with confident steps and her head held high, as if she were proud of her status as one of London’s ladies of the evening being sent on a house call.

      Perhaps this one had never been dispatched to a lord’s home before, plying her trade at the brothel from which she had been dispatched. Or perhaps she was new to the trade entirely.

      The thought had Randall reeling. What if the chit was a virgin?

      He frowned as he watched the door open and the young woman step into the brightly-lit vestibule. And then the door closed behind her and the night swallowed up the bit of light that had been there.

      Randall sighed and turned away from the window. He had come to his room intending to dress for a return visit to White’s, but the thought of spending the early morning hours in the company of other men held little appeal. Even the thought of a glass of port or brandy while reading that day’s The Times didn’t convince him it was worth his time or effort to dress for the short trip.

      Sighing, he turned to regard the bed, his gaze finally turning back to the window and the townhouse in which the supposed prostitute had disappeared. None of the windows held shadows of the people within; in fact, no lights were visible in any of the windows.

      Deciding the earl’s bedchamber—or whatever room he used when bedding a woman—must be on the back half of the townhouse, Randall pulled shut the heavy velvet drapes and climbed into bed.

      For the few moments before sleep took him, he considered his rather odd mood and how he might overcome it. He knew why he felt this way, at least. And he couldn’t exactly blame it entirely on the long letter he had received just before he left for White’s earlier that evening. But its message had left him feeling a bit lost. A bit lonely.

      And very alone.

      This kind of melancholy required a morning walk, he decided. An early morning walk in the park.

      After all, one never knew what—or who—they would find in Hyde Park in the early morning hours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            DECISIONS, DECISIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      One-thirty in the morning of September 15

      Charles Henry Goodwin did something he normally didn’t do in the company of a female. He cursed. Then he cursed again as he lifted his head from where it had fallen above her shoulder. He stared at Eleanor Merriweather. “You’re a virgin?” he whispered hoarsely, his voice seeming to roar given how close it was to his bed companion’s ear. His breathing was still heavy, his chest heaving against the front of her soft body.

      Eleanor, terror evident in her eyes, reluctantly nodded. “Well, I was,” she replied, her lower lip trembling. Which didn’t help Wakefield’s situation one iota—part of him wanted desperately to capture that lower lip with his own and kiss the girl senseless. “Mrs. Gibbons said ... she said it was your birthday and that you should have a special present.”

      Wakefield’s eyes blinked twice and then rounded in shock. “That bitch!” he cursed, making sure he wasn’t looking at Eleanor when he said it. He tried to calm himself, not wanting to frighten the poor girl in whom his cock was still firmly planted. His erection had thankfully subsided somewhat, but what good did that do when the deed had already been done? He had experienced one of the most satisfying and pleasurable couplings of his entire life, only to discover too late that he had taken a girl’s virtue. And it wasn’t as if he had any experience with a virgin to know what to expect—or not—when it came to a tumble.

      Whatever was he to do now? This ten-piece puzzle had suddenly doubled, nay, quadrupled in size.

      “Why ... why didn’t you tell me?” he whispered, his anger abating somewhat, his attention focused on the top of her shoulder. He couldn’t bear to look at her just then. He certainly wouldn’t have bedded the young woman if he had known she was a virgin. He might engage in sexual romps that would shock even the most jaded trollops and some of his peers, but he would never knowingly deflower a maiden!

      The sensation of her hand against the side of his face made him slowly turn his head to regard Eleanor. Even in the dim light, her face seemed to glow, her complexion flushed from their coupling. She was gazing at him in a way that made him feel far too naked—as if she could see through him. “Would you have believed me?” she whispered, her lower lip still trembling. While her fingers rested along his jaw, her thumb had moved to the edge of his mouth, threatening to cover his lips if he didn’t tell the truth. Tears had already collected in the corners of her eyes, a testament to her realization that she was most thoroughly and completely ruined.

      Wakefield closed his eyes as he lowered his head back down to her shoulder. All the signs of her innocence had been there—her clothes, her hair, her eyes—even his valet had known she wasn’t like the other whores Mrs. Gibbons sent his way.

      Had she told him she wasn’t a prostitute, would he have believed her? “Probably not,” he admitted finally, thinking he should have removed himself from her just as soon as he realized what he had done. But her other hand had moved so it rested on his back, her knees were still held firmly against the side of his thighs, and she was staring at him in a way that suggested he had better stay right where he was. Not that he had any strength to move. His entire body felt spent, his head felt as if it weighed several stones, and sleep was threatening to overcome all his senses. “I apologize, my lady,” he whispered, dozing off.

      Eleanor Merriweather felt the weight of Lord Wakefield’s body settle onto hers as he slowly fell asleep, the sensation at once comforting and a bit disconcerting and, well, a bit frightening, too. She had never in her life been this close to a member of the opposite sex. Never had she lain with a man, nor even been so much as kissed by one. Thank the gods the bed’s ropes were especially tight, otherwise she might have suffocated in the soft mattress.

      She slowly lowered her legs, her stockinged feet barely grazing the sides of his legs as she did so.

      Fighting off the sense of panic she felt—not for the first time that day given everything that had happened—she dared a glance toward the fireplace. It took a moment to read the time on the elaborate mantel clock. One-forty-five. She still had fifteen minutes before she had to be out the bed and dressed and out of his bedchamber. The earl would certainly roll off of her before then. He had to. Then she would be able to climb off the high bed and get dressed. How she would manage to get her gown rebuttoned, she had no idea, but she had a pelisse that would cover her back if she could not. At least her stockings were still on; she had no idea where her slippers had landed.

      At this last thought, she chastised herself. Here she was, concerned about finding her slippers when she had just lost her virtue to Charles Goodwin, Earl of Wakefield!

      Of all the men in the ton, why, oh why did it have to be him? Why did it have to be one of the most well-known rakes in the ton? And the brother of the one man she had secretly wished to do this very deed with during one more than one sleepless night?

      Be careful what you wish for ...

      Eleanor closed her eyes and tried to envision Arthur Goodwin’s face, tried to remember his lean, muscled body. Instead, the vision of the Earl of Wakefield appeared as he was when he was lit by the fire. She had never imagined that thighs could be so large on a man whose waist was so trim and not the least bit fleshy, and whose chest was so broad she wondered how he passed through doorways. And his upper arms—she was sure she wouldn’t have been able to span their circumference with both her hands spread out two times over. His phallus, quite large when he had removed his robe, wasn’t at all like those on the Elgin marble statues at the British Museum. She found it rather repulsive at first, but then a shiver that wasn’t fear had gripped her body and sent a rather pleasurable feeling coursing through the core of her body. A faint version of it passed through her body even as she relived the past few minutes, a sense of foreboding filling her when she felt his manhood still inside her.

      She had known exactly where that organ was supposed to go in a woman. Had just learned that very afternoon and been rather appalled at the thought of it. Had this happened only the day before, she would be sobbing uncontrollably, screaming in fear and using her fists to fight off the earl.

      But after the events of this afternoon, she found herself feeling rather defeated. Feeling like such a fool, since she had been the one to make the mistake so many innocents made when they decided to venture to London without benefit of a chaperone. Without benefit of a protector.

      She had trusted a sign in a window shop.

      Earlier that evening, she had spent nearly an hour locked in a cabinet with a peephole, peering onto a bed in one of the rooms at Lucy Gibbons’ brothel. Within minutes of Mrs. Gibbons’ departure from the room, one of the prostitutes entered with a rather rotund gentleman on her arm. Eleanor kept one hand over her mouth as she was forced to watch (and listen) as Lord Edward Sinclair repeatedly shoved his cock into the redheaded whore. He did so from several different angles, all the while grunting and moaning as if he were about to die. And when he was finally finished—she had thought the man would never tire—and the room was vacated, Mrs. Gibbons had come for her.

      The overweight madame instructed her on how she was to behave with Lord Wakefield. “If I get no complaints from him, I’ll see to it you get my better paying clients,” she said with a grin, as if that was some kind of favor Eleanor should appreciate. “And if he likes ya, I’ll send you his way again next week.”

      This was not how it was supposed to be, Eleanor thought as she reviewed the events of the past two days in her mind. She had seen the posting at the mercantile’s shop in Epping. Wanted: Young ladies to help display the newest fashions from Paris to London’s finest gentlemen! One evening show every week! Dozens of new gowns! The advertisement promised that some gowns could even be kept by the model. The gentlemen were apparently shopping for their wives or mistresses, she supposed.

      Eleanor wrote down the Covent Gardens address along with the list of days the offer was valid, and then, when no one was looking, simply removed the advertisement from inside the window and tucked it into her reticule.

      Once home, she plotted how she would tell her mother of her plan to visit her father in London to arrange her come-out, never mentioning to her that she planned to meet the Lucy Gibbons mentioned in the posting.

      But she never had a chance to share her plan with her mother. Opportunity had presented itself early that morning, and she had embraced it.

      She closed her eyes and wished it was all just a bad dream.

      Oh, how I wish I had never seen the advertisement!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            A COUNTRY CHIT

          

        

      

    

    
      Four days ago

      Eleanor Merriweather took a deep breath before stepping over the threshold of the breakfast parlor. As she expected, her mother, Laura Merriweather, Countess of Middleton, sat opposite her uncle at a table just a bit too large for their morning meal. There were just the three of them on any given morning, and except for the fact that sunshine actually streamed into the room from the east window instead of the gray gloom that had been omnipresent for the past three weeks, this morning’s breakfast might have been the same as all the others.

      That is, if Eleanor hadn’t decided that very morning to insist her father’s promise to her be kept as an excuse to get to London. She had another reason for wanting to go; an advertisement she had seen posted in the mercantile window the day before was folded up and tucked into her reticule.

      “Good morning, Mother,” she said brightly, leaning over to give her mother’s upturned cheek a quick kiss. “Uncle,” she added before taking the chair a footman held for her.

      Henry Tuttlebaum, Viscount Whittingham and older brother to Laura Tuttlebaum Merriweather, gave a quick glance over the top of that morning’s The Times to acknowledge his niece’s greeting. “Morning,” he managed before returning his attention to the newspaper.

      At least three footmen scurried about, filling the serving trays on the sideboard and the coffee cups in front of the countess and viscount. A plate of toast, coddled eggs and a rasher of bacon appeared in front of Eleanor, the steam hovering above it a testament to how quickly a footman had managed to get it from the kitchen. “Thank you,” Eleanor spoke quietly, knowing her mother might admonish her for thanking servants. “It’s their job to serve you, so there’s no need to thank them,” she had said on more than one occasion. But Eleanor had been in enough households to know that the best service was provided by servants who were well treated by their masters. Saying ‘thank you’ seemed the least she could do in her mother’s household.

      “And what have you planned for the day?” Laura asked, turning from her own breakfast to acknowledge her daughter. One dark eyebrow arched up at the sight of the amount of food on Eleanor’s plate. “A very long walk, I would hope,” she added with a nod toward the breakfast.

      Eleanor fought the urge to cringe. Couldn’t her mother see she was wearing her newest riding habit, the fit of which was quite snug and meant to display her trim figure to it best advantage? “A ride, in fact,” she responded, taking up a fork in defiance of her mother’s implication. “Mr. Greaves has agreed to accompany me,” she added before her mother could ask, remembering how enthusiastic the head groom’s response had been when she wondered if he might act as her chaperone on that day’s ride.

      At first, she had thought he was being facetious with his reply, but his smile seemed genuine, especially when he made a comment about how beautiful the day would be for a ride. If the rays of sunshine still illuminating the breakfast parlor were any indication, the day would be glorious, indeed.

      “Well, don’t be too long. We should pay an early afternoon call on Lady Winstead. The gossip has it she just learned of her husband’s new mistress, and I should like very much to see how she is faring.”

      Eleanor resisted the urge to scold her mother, knowing full well Laura Merriweather felt no fondness for Lady Winstead. She merely wished to call on the poor viscountess at a time when the woman was no doubt most embarrassed.

      Or most relieved, perhaps.

      Penelope Winstead had never voiced much in the way of fondness for her husband.

      “I was thinking I might take a trip to Mayfair,” Eleanor replied, continuing to eat her breakfast as if mentioning a trip to London was something she did every day.

      “Mayfair?” Henry repeated, folding his paper and setting it aside as if he was interested in the women’s conversation.

      Eleanor swallowed. “Yes. To visit my father. It’s been some time since I saw him,” she managed to get out before reaching for her coffee. “He promised he would help me arrange my come-out.” Although she was sure she sounded confident in her announcement, her stomach threatened to cast up her accounts. “Of course, I would have to meet with a modiste to have an appropriate gown made for my presentation to the queen,” she added, mostly to hide her nervousness.

      “You’ll do no such thing!” her mother replied, the look of shock on her oval face quite at odds with her otherwise elegant appearance.

      As the daughter of a marquess, Laura had spent her entire childhood in Mayfair amongst the ton, her own come-out a rather lavish affair in the form of a ball given in her honor by her parents. She had met her future husband that night, dancing with him just the one time but obviously impressing him enough that he would eventually ask for her hand in marriage.

      Exacting George Merriweather’s proposal of marriage during her first Season was considered quite a coupe. The older earl was handsome, rich, politically important in the House of Lords, and not the least bit interested in living the life Laura had imagined for them. Of course, she didn’t discover this last bit until she was expecting their first son and was forced to spend her confinement at the Merriweather country estate. Before she could resume London’s busy social life the following Season, she was with child once again, this time presenting her husband with a spare heir during the hunting season.

      A year later, Eleanor was born.

      Having missed three Seasons in a row, and three years of London theatre, fashion and soirées, Laura Merriweather realized life as a young matron in the ton would be difficult to resume. She loathed the London gossips, afraid of what they might say about her extended absence and well aware of the damage that could be done should their suppositions be believed. A night at the theater meant many expected more entertainment to be had from the audience than from whatever was taking place on the stage. The crush of carriages and horses made a shopping excursion in New Bond Street a chore. She despised the way the omnipresent soot turned falling snow to black slush.

      Despite a childhood spent living in the city, or maybe because of it, life in London no longer appealed to the countess.

      Instead of rejoining her husband in Mayfair the following Season, Laura remained in his Surrey estate home, opting for a smaller social circle and the slower pace of country life.

      Eleanor gave her mother her best look of surprise. “Why ever not? You had your come-out when you were seventeen,” she countered, suppressing the urge to allow her sudden anger to show. As it was, she was sure her cheeks had turned a splotchy red.

      “I lived there,” her mother replied, one shoulder lifted as if a come-out was expected of a London-based chit. “I would hope to spare you the ordeal of a London Season and see you settled with some young gentleman from around here,” she added before taking a sip from her coffee cup.

      “Spare me?” Eleanor repeated, stunned at her mother’s words. “But, I don’t wish to be spared!”

      Henry straightened in his chair, the sound of his throat clearing a warning shot across the table. Eleanor forced herself to sit back in her chair, sure he would admonish her for arguing with his sister.

      “She makes a good point, Laura,” Henry stated, much to Eleanor’s surprise. “Every young woman wants to spend at least one Season attending balls and such. And it would do you some good to spend some time in the city. When was the last time you bought a new gown?”

      Laura regarded her brother with a look of surprise—and perhaps a bit of annoyance. “Are you implying my gowns are unfashionable?” she countered, her attention no longer on her daughter. “I just had this one made last month. Mrs. Stader assures me the design is straight out of the latest La Belle Assemblie.”

      The viscount let out a sigh. “That wasn’t my point, sister,” he replied carefully. “I just think you may need to spend some time with your husband. Show the ton you two are still ...” He paused, one eyebrow lifting suggestively.

      “Still ... what?” Laura asked, her face pale.

      Eleanor held her breath for a moment, realizing her uncle’s meaning right away. She had read the same gossip he had in last week’s The Tattler. Although she didn’t believe her father would ever consort with a courtesan, someone thought they had seen the earl in the company of one at the Drury Lane Theatre. She was quite sure the rag had been wrong; her father had assured her on several occasions that he held her mother in high regard and would never do anything to embarrass his countess.

      When Eleanor wrote to him about the incident, he sent word the very next day assuring her he hadn’t attended the theatre in years, nor did he spend time with courtesans. Besides, I love your mother, he had explained in his even script, nary an ink droplet staining the parchment. There is no other woman for me.

      “That you’re still married,” Henry finally said, a bit too harshly.

      Before Laura could respond to her brother’s comment, Eleanor placed a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Father loves you. He wrote to tell me that it was not him at the theatre, and that he does not employ a mistress.”

      Laura’s eyes widened. “He wrote to you of mistresses?” she whispered, glancing about to be sure no servants were within earshot.

      Sighing, Eleanor nodded. “Only because I wrote to him about them first,” she said, sotto voce. “He is devoted to you, Mother. Perhaps you should pay him a visit, though. A dinner together at the Clarendon Hotel will put to rest any doubts about your marriage.”

      Tears welled up in Laura’s eyes, her expression still one of shock. “So the wags have been speaking of him again?” she whispered, her attention entirely on her daughter. She knew Eleanor read everything about the ton she could get her hands on in Epping. If there were gossip regarding her husband, Eleanor would know.

      Henry, too, perhaps. Damn him.

      “Mistaken identity,” Eleanor replied as she shook her head. “You’ve nothing to worry about when it comes to Father.”

      Settling back into her chair, Laura used the corner of her linen napkin to dab away a tear that had escaped the corner of one eye. “I should forbid you to read those awful gossip sheets,” she said, suppressing a sob.

      “Probably,” Eleanor agreed, a mischievous grin lighting her face until she remembered the odd comment made in the latest issue of The Tattler. She wasn’t sure it had anything to do with a certain man for whom she had felt a growing affection since the last dinner party she had attended in London. But she was at a loss as to figure out anyone else who fit the initials used in the article.

      A certain knight, AG, had better take himself a wife, or he’ll be forever known as a molly. We shouldn’t want him arrested. Guilt by association is still guilt.

      Try as she might, the only knight she could think of with those initials was Arthur Goodwin. Handsome, debonair and ever so refined that night she had sat across from him at Worthington House, Sir Arthur was hardly one she could imagine in the company of a man, at least in that way. Especially given some of things she had imagined him doing to her many a night in her bed. Especially on cold nights. Well, any night really, but cold nights were quickly made tolerable when she imagined her body pressed against his, imagined her head tucked into the small of his shoulder and her legs tangled with his. Even now, the thought of Arthur Goodwin made her feel warm all over. Almost uncomfortably so. Hot, really. Her cheeks seemed almost on fire.

      It was a good thing she was about to go for a ride.

      Realizing she had stayed too long at the breakfast table— the head groom would be waiting with her Norfolk Trotter at the stables—Eleanor excused herself. “I’m off for my ride. And, if it’s all right with you, I’d really rather not pay a call on Lady Winstead this afternoon. If this weather holds, I would prefer to take a walk to town. See what’s come on the latest mail coach.”

      She didn’t add that she intended to be on that coach when it departed for London at noon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER RAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Earlier in the evening of that fateful night, well before the clock struck midnight

      “Do you ever feel guilty? Given our past behavior, I mean,” Randall Roderick, Marquess of Reading, asked as he reached for his brandy balloon. One of the footmen at White’s had just set it down on the table next to his chair. He waited for Charles Goodwin, Earl of Wakefield, to do the same before holding up his glass in a salute.

      The earl matched the marquess’ move and sniffed his brandy before taking a sip. “To what behavior do you refer?” he asked, allowing the footman to light his cheroot. For a moment, he wondered if the marquess had him confused with his brother, Sir Arthur. The damn gossip rags were at it again, suggesting the man had been seen in the company of other men, and not for the purpose of gambling or whoring.

      Randall gave Charles a quelling glance. “Our rakish behavior, of course. I never thought it would ... interfere with my life as much as it seems to have done this past week,” he explained.

      Charles regarded the marquess for a moment, his gaze intercepted by a swirl of smoke from his cheroot. Once the smoke had cleared, he allowed a shrug. “I’ve done nothing for which to feel guilty,” he replied. “Unlike you, I pay for my tumbles, and I haven’t had the comforts of a widow in ... well over a year,” he added, his voice lowering so only the marquess could hear him. “And then it was only because she trapped me in Lord Weatherstone’s library and insisted on it during his annual ball.”

      His eyebrow’s dancing, Randall gave a snort. “What? Did she put a gun to your head?” he teased.

      The earl frowned. “Not the head you’re thinking about,” he replied with a wince. “And I rather like both of them, so I did as I was told. I left quite sure she was satisfied, although we did have to be quick given the queue waiting outside to use the room.”

      The Marquess of Reading shook his head, wondering if he had been in the line to which the earl referred. Goodness! Lord Weatherstone’s balls were always the best attended and probably because they always promised a willing woman or two with whom a tryst could be arranged in the gardens.

      Or the library.

      Except for this last ball, Randall remembered. “I was kissed by a virgin at Weatherstone’s last ball,” he murmured, his gaze taking on a faraway look. “Something that’s never happened before and probably never will again.”

      Charles straightened in his chair, intrigued by Randall’s claim. “Because you plowed her in the garden? By the fountain?” Charles countered, his amusement disappearing when he caught sight of Randall’s somber face. The man looked positively sorrowful. Another moment, and Charles was sure the marquess’ bright eyes would shed a tear or two. “Good God, man! What did you do to her?” he asked, struggling to keep his voice low despite his alarm.

      The question seemed to bring the marquess back to the present. “Nothing. I did nothing,” he replied. “Well, except speak of marriage. I proposed. I even made a promise to her that I would keep a vow of fidelity should she accept my offer.”

      Charles stared at Randall for a full ten seconds before his eyebrows drew together into a deep frown. “Where is the Rake of Reading and what have you done with him?” he asked in a menacing voice.

      The marquess frowned. “It’s not funny, I tell you,” Randall said with a shake of his head. “I am five-and-thirty. My hair is graying. A second chin appears at the worst possible moments. My ears are growing hair, and I am deathly afraid of growing one of those paunches that seem to make men look as if they’re breeding and about to give birth.” He took a breath and let it out, sounding ever so frustrated. “And a young lady—the same age as my oldest bastard son—kissed me on the corner of my mouth—right next to Weatherstone’s fountain—and told me she would consider my suit.”

      Blinking as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing, Charles shook his head. “Was she a ... a gold digger?” he asked carefully, thinking the marquess had realized the proposal was a mistake. Or perhaps the marquess wasn’t worth as much as everyone thought he was. He did spend a good deal of coin on jewelry for all the women he kept happy between the bed linens. And then there was his love of race meetings. Rumor had it that his horses cost him a small fortune.

      Perhaps he needed to marry for a dowry.

      “Hardly,” Randall replied. “Her dowry was probably worth twenty, maybe even fifty thousand—”

      “Good God, man!” Charles said again, thinking he might be compelled to promise fidelity in exchange for such a large dowry.

      Or perhaps not.

      He liked variety in his bed. It was part of the excitement of putting together a new puzzle every time he hosted a harlot at his townhouse, something he would be doing later that night. “When is the wedding?” he asked then, thinking the marquess was merely feeling sorry for himself because he had promised to keep his wedding vows. The thought had Charles allowing a sudden shiver, for the idea of fidelity was inconceivable despite the promise of a large dowry.

      Randall Roderick took a long sip from his brandy. “Yesterday. I received a note from the lady saying she had accepted another’s suit, and, in fact, has already married the young man. A commoner, no less,” he said with sadness.

      In fact, he hadn’t yet read the entire letter but planned to do so in the morning whilst on his usual walk in Hyde Park.

      The Earl of Wakefield shook his head, stunned by the news and wondering just who the marquess referred to in his story. Realizing Randall would probably drain his brandy in a single gulp, he said, “Look on the bright side, man. You don’t have to keep your promise. You can still be a rake.”

      Sighing, Randall leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on his knees. “I don’t want to be a rake anymore,” he said quietly. “I want to be married. It’s time I take a wife. Time I sire a legitimate heir,” he added in a whisper. “And deuce take it, but I have no idea where to start.”

      Reeling from the older man’s confession, Charles merely shook his head back and forth. Randall Roderick was a role model for rakes everywhere. Past middle age, the gentleman was so well known as a rake, widows and matrons eagerly sought his company. Unlike a libertine, Randall took pride in making sure his partners were all willing. And able. Nothing could be done for the women who were said to be cold fish in bed, after all.

      “I have to admit to a bit of disappointment at hearing your news, Reading,” Charles said finally. “But I suppose when I am your age, I will have come to the same conclusion.” But not before then. He couldn’t imagine the idea of marriage. Not now, and certainly not in the next ten years.

      Randall lifted his eyes to meet his younger counterpart’s. “Do not wait that long, Wakefield,” he warned. “Find a wife while you still have a single chin and all of the hair on your head. Learn to pleasure her and do it over and over again so she won’t be tempted to invite another to her bed. Bestow her with jewels she will wear only for you. And for God’s sake, get yourself home before one o’clock in the morning.”

      Stung by the man’s words, Charles winced. “Now you sound like Grandby,” he accused, trying to lighten the mood.

      Randall nodded. “That’s because he figured it out first,” he spat out. “Notice how he left at exactly seven o’clock this evening so he could be home in time for dinner at Worthington House. He has a loving wife at home who’s about give him a child. And he’s got at least ... seven, eight years on me. I am not about to wait any longer.”

      With that, the Marquess of Reading gave the earl a nod, stood up, and took his leave of White’s.

      Damnation! Charles thought as he watched the man retrieve his hat from a footman. Was the Rake of Reading truly turning over a new leaf? Randall Roderick had never spoken of marriage, of fidelity or home, and certainly not of children.

      Noting the time on his own chronometer, he realized he had some time before he needed to take his leave of the men’s club. A harlot was scheduled to arrive at midnight, and given his rule about her being out of his house by two o’clock in the morning, Charles wanted to be sure to get home by one.

      Tossing a coin in the direction of the footman, he finally took his leave of White’s at half-past midnight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          
            NOW THAT THE DAMAGE IS DONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Back to the fateful morning of September 15

      When the mantel clock displayed the time to be ten minutes of two o’clock, Eleanor allowed a sigh. She was tired, travel weary, and rather traumatized by the events of the day. Although she was tempted to simply fall asleep—Wakefield’s Rule be damned—she realized she really should take her leave of the earl’s house while it was still dark. Perhaps she could leave by way of the back door in an effort to escape notice by the hackney driver who was no doubt watching for her out front. Although she didn’t know her way around London, she thought she might be able to hide in a mews until morning. Then she could hire a hackney to take her to her father’s townhouse. A small purse with a few coins was shoved into the pocket of her gown, a measure meant to allow her some money should she need to purchase a cup of tea when the mail coach made its frequent stops. Now it would be her way to pay a hackney driver.

      Escaping Lucy Gibbons was paramount, she decided, even if it meant abandoning her valise. The madame had taken possession of it prior to sending her to Wakefield’s house, explaining to Eleanor that she could have it back when she returned later that night.

      Eleanor thought briefly about asking her father to retrieve the traveling case, but then she would have to explain how it got there. And if someone saw the Earl of Middleton enter the brothel, word would no doubt get to The Tattler. The gossip rag would suggest her father was employing one of the Gibbons’ girls! The mere thought of her father doing what she had seen Lord Sinclair doing just a few hours ago had her cringing worse than she had when Lord Wakefield had impaled her with his rather prominent prick.

      Perhaps she would be better off claiming the valise had been stolen whilst on the mail coach. The idea of her jewelry and her favorite gowns in the possession of the brothel owner rankled, but she could not abide the thought of returning for it.

      Still trapped beneath the earl’s prone body, she wondered how she could extricate herself from the bed without waking him. She moved one leg in an attempt to slide it under his legs. When he stirred, she stopped and held her breath. A moment later, she tried again, stopping when he rolled to one side, his head coming to rest on the pillow next to her head and the front of his body pressed against the side of hers. One of his beefy arms remained wrapped around her midriff, however, while his hand ended up cupping the side of her bare breast. Attempting to slide off the bed from beneath his arm proved impossible; the earl’s arm was like a steel band! As for his hand, well, Eleanor might have thought its placement rather scandalous except there were too many other far more scandalous activities she had witnessed or participated in over the course of the day to be particularly scandalized by a mere hand on her breast.

      She sighed. “Could you please let go?” she whispered, hoping the earl would simply lift his arm and allow her to leave his bed.

      His reaction was exactly the opposite, though, his arm pulling her body hard against his.

      Eleanor let out a yelp when she realized her bottom was cushioning his manhood. At least, she was pretty sure that’s what was tucked up against her. Not having spent much time studying his male anatomy when she’d had the chance—she was thoroughly scandalized at that point in the night—she could only imagine it was his weapon seeking a sheath in which to bury itself for the night.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, his voice such a surprise to Eleanor, she nearly let out a squeak.

      “It’s nearly two o’clock, my lord. According to your rule, I need to—”

      “You’re not going anywhere, my lady, except to sleep.”

      Eleanor dared a glance over her shoulder, rather surprised to find the earl’s eyes closed. “But, I’m supposed to take the hackney back. Mrs. Gibbons has my things,” she pleaded. She thought about telling him of her plan to hide until daylight, but she rather doubted he would allow her to leave his house given his curt words of only a moment ago. But if she were to attempt to leave once it was light, she took the risk of being seen by a neighbor.

      “I’ll have Chester see to your things in the morning. But you’re not going back there,” he murmured, his fading voice evidence that slumber was about to take him once again. “Besides, you’re my birthday gift, and I have no intention of giving you back.”

      A moment later, Eleanor could tell from his even breathing that the earl was sound asleep.

      No intention of giving you back?

      Goodness! What did he intend to do with her? Make her his private concubine?

      The thought should have had her feeling scandalized, she supposed, but a flutter just beneath her skin had her thinking it might not be so bad.

      Offer her carte-blanche?

      Eleanor thought of her earlier conversation with her mother and uncle—had that just been earlier that morning?— and wondered what it might be like to become a mistress. To have a townhouse, servants, beautiful clothes, jewelry ... but for how long?

      She might have pondered his comment a bit longer, might have allowed the tears that once again threatened to have her sobbing, but instead, she simply sighed and allowed exhaustion to take her away.

      When he was sure Eleanor was sleeping, Wakefield gave a sigh of frustration.

      What have I done?

      Acted like the worst rake on the planet. Taken a virgin to his bed. Kept her there against her will, although he rather doubted she really wanted to leave his bed to return to the brothel. I am the lesser of two evils, he thought with a sigh.

      Remembering his earlier conversation with the Marquess of Reading, he was about to make a vow never to bed a woman again but thought he would never be able to keep it. He rather enjoyed a good tumble. Twice a week. More if he was so inclined and could arrange a willing partner.

      At least he hadn’t simply tumbled Eleanor. At least he’d had enough sense to employ a bit of foreplay before he had unceremoniously plunged himself into her. He was about to relive the memory of the exquisite pleasure he had felt when he chided himself.

      There were no two ways about it. He would have to own up to his mistake. He would have to admit it to the affected parties. He would have to do the honorable thing.

      He would have to marry Eleanor Merriweather.

      The thought must not have surprised him as much as it should have, for he was sound asleep within moments.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 8


          

          
            A REFORMED RAKE PONDERS HOW TO PURSUE A WIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      Eight o’clock in the morning of September 15

      Ignoring the early morning fog, Randall Roderick donned a coat and hat and left his Curzon Street townhouse on foot. Although he could have taken a shortcut through the Marquess of Devonville’s yard and been in Hyde Park in a matter of moments, he instead opted to stay on the tarmac as he made his way.

      He patted the side of his coat where he had stuffed the letter he had received from Lady Lily the day before. Not particularly surprised the young lady would forgo his offer of marriage—he was quite sure he hadn’t completely convinced her of his intention to give up his life as a rake—he was surprised she had written of far more than her refusal of his suit.

      Having been about to leave for White’s when the letter was delivered the night before, Randall read the first paragraph and quickly tossed it aside. A bit hurt, he thought only to drown his sorrows at the men’s club and pay a call on a widow he had comforted the week before. However, after his time lecturing poor Charles Goodwin, Earl of Wakefield, on the virtues of finding and honoring a wife, he could hardly spend the night tumbling a widow, no matter how willing she was.

      Once he was home from White’s and had finished his observation of the delivery of the harlot to the terrace across the street, he had gone to bed—alone—and slept rather hard. Awake too early but unable to settle his mind to return to slumbering, Randall surprised his valet by getting up before seven and announcing he was going to the park. He had a letter he wished to finish reading and some planning to do.

      Along the way, he was surprised when he came upon the Earl of Norwick and his countess pushing a perambulator in which two small babes were wrapped in flannel blankets. “Good morning, Lady Norwick,” he said with a tip of his hat and a quick bow. “Norwick,” he added with a nod to Daniel Fitzwilliam. “And who do we have here?” he asked as he dared a glance into the wide baby carriage.

      “These are the Ladies Diana and Dahlia,” Clarinda said proudly. “Three weeks old and rather early risers.”

      Since both babies seemed sound asleep, the marquess figured they must have been awake at some point earlier that morning. “Goodness! Look at all of that hair,” he muttered, resisting the temptation to reach down and smooth the shocks of dark fuzz into place.

      Clarinda grinned. “They were born with it,” she said proudly.

      “I do hope they didn’t wake you, Lord Reading,” Daniel said from where he stood, watching the marquess closely. He thought perhaps the man had just left a widow’s home and was making his way back to his terrace.

      Randall shook his head. “Not at all. I went to bed before one and found myself wide awake at seven. Figured a walk in the park would do me good.”

      At that moment, a footman wearing the colors of Worthington House hurried up to them. Breathless, he said, “Pardon me, my lady, my lords,” with a hastily performed bow. “Lady Torrington has requested Lady Norwick’s presence at her earliest convenience.” Before anyone could give him an answer, he gave another bow and hurried back the way he came.

      Clarinda dared a quick glance in Daniel’s direction before turning her attention to the marquess. “Forgive me, but it seems Grandby’s baby is about to make its debut.”

      Randall’s eyes widened. “Now? Well, that seems rather inconvenient,” he replied with a frown.

      Suppressing a grin, Clarinda said, “Babies rarely come at the most convenient time, actually. Please do excuse me. I must be going,” she said, taking a step back and giving the marquess a curtsy.

      Daniel gave an apologetic nod. “As must I,” he said, motioning to the perambulator. “Do have a good walk, Reading.”

      And with that, the Norwicks were hurrying off toward Worthington House.

      Randall watched the couple take their leave, rather touched that an earl would accompany his wife on a walk with the children—with babies that were not even his own but rather his nieces.  

      Despite his own father never having done such a thing, Randall thought perhaps he would go on walks with his wife and children. He imagined strolling around Cavendish Square, pushing a perambulator, a woman’s arm on his as they made their way.

      He rather liked the image.

      Sighing, he continued his daydream as he made his way into Hyde Park.

      By eight-thirty, the fog had lifted and a hint of morning sun lit the park in a golden glow. Randall paused to regard a series of rose bushes, their blooms still brilliant despite the early fall temperatures. Lowering himself to sniff a particularly red rose, he closed his eyes and was reminded of Lady Lily.

      Well, this won’t do, he thought as he glanced about and headed for the nearest park bench. Until he read the rest of her missive, he wouldn’t be able to leave thoughts of her where they belonged.

      He removed the note from his pocket and carefully unfolded the corners. Holding it out until his eyes could focus on the feminine script, he took a deep breath and began to read.

      
        
        Dear Marquess of Reading,

        I am writing to give you my answer regarding your marriage proposal. As you may recall, you asked me to marry you whilst we attended Lord Weatherstone’s ball in June. If in the event you do remember, let me inform you I was honored a marquess would consider an illegitimate maid for his wife ...

      

      

      What?! Did she think I had forgotten her? Randall thought, at first offended by the young lady’s words before forcing himself to remain calm. In her defense, she knew he was a rake. Perhaps she believed he proposed to every woman he managed to get into the gardens behind Lord Weatherstone’s mansion as a means to have his way with them.

      Little did she know she was the first to ever have him considering marriage. The first woman to whom he had promised fidelity should she consider his suit. The first woman to ever kiss him first, even if it was just on the corner of his mouth.

      He reached up to touch the spot with a gloved hand, remembering the feel of her soft lips as they had made contact, the scent of her more enticing than all the floral scents in the garden surrounding them.

      He shook his head, determined to erase the image from his mind. Taking a breath, he resumed reading the missive.

      
        
        Although I am led to believe no fewer than four aristocrats wanted my hand in marriage, yours was the only formal proposal I received. My heart, however, already belonged to a young man I met many years ago in Vauxhall Gardens.

        I married him yesterday.

      

      

      Well, the chit certainly didn’t waste any time! But the fact that she had penned a letter to the marquess after only a day of marriage said she must have held him in some regard.

      Frowning, Randall continued to read.

      
        
        During your proposal, I truly believe I heard more in the words you did not speak than in those you did. Perhaps I am being presumptuous, but I do believe you are a lonely man who has come to the conclusion his life can only be complete with the addition of a wife and a necessary heir. As a marquess, I also believe you think you must pursue a wife from those women who are daughters of others like you.

        From my recent lessons in history (my brother, Lord Trenton, insisted I be educated), and should your marquessate be at war with another, or should your coffers be in need of funding, I would agree you should consider a marriage for political or economic gain ...

      

      

      Faith! The young woman was writing of strategic marriages!

      Randall lifted his head and glanced around to ensure he was still relatively alone in the area of the park in which he sat. He held out the note and resumed reading.

      
        
        ... However, I do not believe you require such a union. Given the circumstances, you have a distinct advantage over your peers, my lord, for you can do what most of them cannot.

        You can marry for love.

      

      

      Stunned at the words, Randall straightened on the bench. Aristocrats didn’t marry for love. That’s what their mistresses were for!

      Although, to be fair, he did know of some who were quite fond of their wives—perhaps even in love with them. Anyone who had been at a soirée at Carlington House had to know the Marquess of Morganfield and his marchioness were in love. They seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time in the company of the nearest potted palm, believing they were hiding their affection for one another from their guests as they engaged in a good deal of kissing and other fondling pursuits. Just a few minutes ago, he had been in the company of the Fitzwilliams. Why, the newly minted earl and his wife seemed rather fond of one another. But then, Clarinda had been in love with the older twin, he remembered, and Daniel was the spitting image of his brother. He wondered if she sometimes forgot her husband had died. She certainly hadn’t spent much time in mourning before marrying his brother, but given how the two behaved when he came upon them that morning, he had to believe they were in love.

      Intrigued by the thought of marrying for love, Randall relaxed back onto the bench. He searched and found where he had left off reading.

      
        
        You can marry for love.

        Having spent over two months in the company of my brother, Trenton, and his countess, Sarah, I can tell you their marriage is one such. And as such, they are a happy couple, engaging in spirited conversation and shared responsibility and public displays of affection I find most embarrassing.

        I can imagine you in such a union, my lord. Your marchioness at your side, sneaking kisses whilst at the theatre and singing your praises in the parlors of Mayfair, a public face for your favorite charity and your one (and only, dare I say it?) lover.

        I do believe she would make you a very happy man.

        So in your pursuit of a wife, I would remind you there are hundreds of young women—commoners, yes, or those on the fringes of the ton, but many educated and not looking to marry for money—who would strive to make a happy marriage with you. I implore you to consider one of them to be your wife.

        Yours most sincerely, Lady Lily Overby.

      

      

      
        
        Post Scriptum: Had I not given my heart to another, please know I would have accepted your most generous offer.

      

      

      Randall glanced about again, stunned by the young lady’s words. She spoke of marriage as if she had been married her entire life, and yet she made her point so plain.

      Marry for love.

      How hard could that be? He sighed.

      Nearly impossible, he reasoned. For to marry for love meant he had to be in love with someone, and he couldn’t think of a single woman he knew for whom he might somehow develop a tendré. Someone with whom he could fall in love.

      Which meant he probably hadn’t yet met the woman, he reasoned.

      Which meant another Season of balls and soirées and musicales and evenings at Almack’s.

      Damn!

      Groaning, Randall carefully arranged the pages and refolded the note, his gaze directed at the lawn beneath his feet. Although he was tempted to feel sorry for himself—Lily had seen through his façade of confident rake and guessed at his loneliness—he also felt a bit emboldened by her words.

      You can marry for love.

      He didn’t have to pursue a daughter of the aristocracy to be in his wife. He could court whomever he wished.

      Taking a deep breath, he stood up from the bench and was about to take his leave of the park when he realized he was no longer alone. A startled young woman regarded him from the crushed granite path, her maid several steps behind her.

      Randall stared at the young woman for a full five seconds before he realized he was staring. “Good morning, my lady,” he finally managed to say as he gave her a deep bow. The sunlight illuminated one side of her face, making her porcelain skin even more luminous than it probably was in the midday. Her hair, although mostly hidden by a rather stylish hat festooned with large flowers and a bright red bow, was definitely blonde, and her eyes were a shade of blue. Or green, perhaps. The color of the ocean, Randall thought briefly.

      He would have spent more time deciding on their color except that the young woman blinked and dared a glance back at her companion. It was then he realized she was probably a bit older than he first surmised. Thirty, perhaps?

      The maid was definitely younger than her mistress, but probably not by much, he figured, and she was much more comely. She was staring at him as if she recognized him. He was quite sure he had never seen her before. But then, who noticed servants?

      A sense of panic settled over him as he wondered if the maid knew of him from one of his trysts with a widow. Or a matron who had invited him to her bed because she was lonely. Or one of his younger conquests who pretended not to want his attentions but were just as enthusiastic as his older lovers once they were undressed and beneath him on a bed.

      But the woman before him wasn’t a woman with whom he had ever shared a bed. He was quite sure he would remember her. Positive, in fact.

      When the young lady returned her attention to him, she gave a curtsy. “Good morning to you, sir,” she replied, a hint of uncertainty in her voice. “Have ... Have we met?” she asked, as if she might or might not recognize him.

      Randall shook his head. “I’m quite sure I would remember you ...” and your maid, he almost said, “...if I had, my lady.” He hesitated before introducing himself. “Randall Roderick, at your service, my lady,” he finally managed, stepping forward to take her hand.

      He brushed his lips over her ill-fitting white linen glove, noting how her hand seemed to quiver in his hold. Was she frightened of him? Or cold, perhaps? Although the morning had started out rather chilly, the sun was now clear of the clouds and the air was warming nicely.

      The woman seemed to deflate a bit at hearing his name, but she quickly recovered. “Miss Constance Fitzwilliam,” she said before daring another glance back at her maid. “So good to make your acquaintance,” she added as she pulled her hand from Randall’s gentle grasp.

      “And yours,” he countered, rather surprised at hearing her name. Goodness! How unusual to come across so many Fitzwilliams in one morning! He was about to ask if they might be related when he realized he needed to offer his arm. “May I ... escort you somewhere?” he asked. “I seemed to have interrupted your morning walk. I do apologize,” he added, hoping she would accept his invitation. He needed a bit more exercise and an opportunity to practice what he realized might be one way to court a lady—walk with her whilst engaging in conversation.

      Another backward glance at the maid, who merely gave her a curt nod and a look of impatience, was followed by the young woman’s own nod in his direction. “Yes, thank you,” she replied.

      Randall gave the maid a nod of thanks and offered his arm to the young woman. “Where would you like to go this morning, Miss Fitzwilliam?” he asked then, turning so he was headed in the same direction she seemed to be heading when he spotted her.

      “I ... I’m not sure,” she replied, turning once again to the maid. “Simmons?” she said in a hoarse whisper.

      The marquess was aware of the maid’s audible sigh of what sounded like frustration. “Back to the carriage, my lady,” the servant replied, as if she were growing impatient with the chit.

      “Of course, thank you, Simmons,” the young woman said before turning around. She was about to repeat what the maid said when Randall angled his head in her direction.

      “I heard,” he said with a grin. “Perhaps if we walk this way, the path will lead us back to where your carriage is parked,” he suggested, not wanting to turn around just then. With the sun at their back, he could better see the woman who barely touched her hand to his arm. “I will not bite, my lady,” he said sotto voce. “Unless you wish me to do so, and then ...” He stopped himself and nearly cursed. Good God! What was he saying? It wasn’t as if she was a typical widow looking for a bit of companionship and a tumble!

      He cleared his throat as he placed his other hand over the one on his arm. “Tell me, Miss Fitzwilliam. Why the ... uncertainty?” he asked outright. The chit was so nervous, he thought she might faint.

      “Oh, Simmons, this isn’t working,” she said, pulling her arm from his.

      Frowning, Randall turned his attention from Miss Fitzsimmons to the maid. “What, pray tell, is going on?” he asked the servant directly.

      Giving her mistress a quelling glance, the maid stepped forward and, keeping her voice low, said, “Miss Fitzwilliam recently inherited some funds and has been elevated in Society as a result. She ... She is practicing everything she needs to learn.”

      Randall blinked. The scenario sounded ever so familiar. Lady Lily had been a maid when she was suddenly elevated in Society when her brother, the Earl of Trenton, had claimed her as his sister. “Elevated?” he repeated quietly as he dared a look at Miss Fitzwilliam.

      The maid sighed. “She recently reached her majority, my lord,” she replied, her brief explanation expected to answer his question.

      Well, it did to some extent. For a woman to reach her majority meant she wasn’t married, wasn’t betrothed to be married, and had probably inherited some funds kept in escrow for just such an occasion. “Congratulations, Miss Fitzwilliam,” he said with a nod, still wondering if she were any relation to the Fitzwilliams he had come upon earlier that morning. Although Norwick’s father had died years ago and his twin brother had perished in a traffic accident earlier that year, Randall wasn’t sure about the earl’s uncle. A simple comment would help determine if he had guessed her familial relationship correctly. “I suppose I should offer my condolences.”

      The young lady’s eyes widened. “How ... How do you know about ... Did you know my ... father?”

      Of all the times to have guessed right, Randall rather wished it wasn’t this time. But at least he had the young woman conversing. “Norwick’s uncle?” he ventured.

      At her slight nod and sideways glance toward the maid, he took a deep breath. “I knew him in passing. We both had horses on the racing circuit.” He nearly stopped talking when he heard the maid’s soft gasp behind him, but decided to continue. “As I recall, his Thoroughbred won most of the races a few years ago. Did Edward die ... recently?” Randall asked, hoping she wouldn’t begin crying at being reminded of her father’s death.

      She shook her head. “It’s been three years ago now. Now I am ...” She paused before daring a glance back at the woman who followed them. “I feel a bit lost whilst attempting to learn what it is to be out in Society. And I’m making a cake of it,” she added in a whisper.

      Even though he agreed with her self-assessment, the marquess shook his head. She certainly looked as if she were lost. Why else would she continue to look to her maid for guidance? Especially when the maid was definitely younger than she was? For when he dared another glance back at the maid, he was quite sure there was at least five years difference in their ages—perhaps even ten. “Hardly, my lady,” he said as he lifted her hand back to his arm. “At least you were not a maid suddenly elevated to the position of an earl’s daughter,” he offered when he noticed her look of surprise, noting how her eyes widened even more at the comment.

      She apparently didn’t need to think about the scenario for even a moment. “You’re referring to ... to Lady Lily, aren’t you?” she guessed, a nervous smile forming on her lips.

      Randall gave some thought as to what it might be like to kiss those lips, but he didn’t find the thought as enchanting as he should have. Now a quick glance back at the maid, and he found he rather liked the idea of kissing her.

      What the hell?

      Had he developed a desire for lady’s maids given what had happened with Lady Lily? He dared another glance back at Miss Fitzwilliam’s chaperone and wondered at the woman’s apprehension. When might he kiss the maid?

      “I am,” he finally replied with a nod in response to her question about Lady Lily. “She is married now.”

      This news seemed to surprise the Norwick cousin. “But, when did this happen?” she asked in disbelief.

      Randall gave it some thought. “The day before yesterday, I believe,” he replied. “She married a commoner. A clerk.” When he noted her continued look of surprise, he added, “It was for the best. She married for love, you see.”

      “Oh,” the woman who had introduced herself as Constance breathed, and once again Randall was left wondering if he should kiss the woman, just to discover if he could get away with it, and if he did, if she might consider him for matrimony.

      If Constance Fitzwilliam had reached her majority, then she was probably five-and-twenty, Randall figured. Much older than most debutantes, but certainly not a spinster—at least, not yet. “How is it you have managed to avoid marriage?” he asked then, not realizing how personal the question sounded until he heard the maid’s gasp behind him.

      The young woman stared straight ahead, wondering how best to answer. “I was betrothed once,” she finally admitted. “But I despised my father’s choice for me, and I—”

      “My lady, we should be getting back to the carriage,” the maid interrupted.

      Randall bristled at hearing the maid’s comment, just as Miss Fitzwilliam was about to impart a crucial bit of information. Had Simmons done so on purpose? “We should be coming up on the carriageway momentarily, my lady,” he said with a pat on the white-gloved hand that rested on his arm. “I suppose you have already met your new cousins?” he ventured, wondering if the lady had paid a call on the Earl and Countess of Norwick and their new twin daughters.

      “Cousins?” Miss Fitzwilliam repeated, appearing a bit confused. “Oh! You mean the twins,” she said. “No. Not yet, as I’ve just recently come to London. But I shall do so in the next ... week or so,” she added at Randall’s look of surprise.

      “Does Norwick even know you’re in town?” Although his only interaction with the new earl had occurred only the hour before, he would know more about the man when Parliament resumed in November—or perhaps at a Society event even before then.

      Miss Fitzwilliam seemed to deflate before his eyes. “He does not,” she replied.

      At this tidbit of information, Randall allowed an audible sigh. “Do not delay in making your presence in London known to Norwick, my lady. You require protection,” he warned. From men like me, he almost added. Instead, he said, “And he can provide it.”

      When they cleared a stand of hedgerows, the carriageway appeared straight ahead. A barouche, a single Yorkshire Trotter, and a driver and stood ready and waiting for the young lady and her maid.

      “I shall call on the earl this week,” Miss Fitzwilliam promised as she regarded the marquess, apparently surprised that their walk had taken them in a large circle around the hedgerows. She stepped up into the barouche with the help of the driver. Once she was seated, the young woman gave Randall a nod.

      “It was very good to make your acquaintance, my lady,” Randall said with a bow. “I shall look forward to a dance with you at the first ball.” When he realized the maid hadn’t yet stepped up into the carriage, he dared a glance to his right and found her nose-to-nose with the horse. Apparently she admired the Trotter, for he witnessed her whispering so only the horse could hear her words. The horse knickered and tossed its head as the maid stepped away.

      Rather touched by her action, Randall held out his hand in her direction. After a slight hesitation, she took it, her gloved hand sending a jolt of something through the marquess’ arm. He tightened his hold on her fingers in response as she easily stepped up into the conveyance. Her look of sudden surprise and quick glance in his direction had Randall thinking she might have felt the same something he had. He thought of holding on for a moment more, but realized he had to let go. And just as quickly as the something took hold of him, it left him. The moment was lost as quickly as it had occurred.

      Apparently surprised by his comment about dancing with her at the first ball, Miss Fitzwilliam afforded him a nod. “As do I with you,” she said as her maid took her seat in the back of the equipage.

      Randall tipped his hat when the driver returned to his seat and set the horse in motion.

      Puzzled by their conversation, especially by the maid’s reticence, Randall wondered about Constance Fitzwilliam. And he wondered more about her maid. Wondered because, damn it to hell, he was quite sure he wanted to get to know far more about her. Everything about her. Maybe even ask for her hand in marriage.

      What was it about maids? Prior to meeting Lady Lily, he hadn’t given a maid a second glance. Now he found himself curious enough to make a damn fool of himself.

      Then he remembered Lady Lily’s missive.

      You can marry for love.

      Perhaps he could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 9


          

          
            ANTICIPATION OF A BIRTH

          

        

      

    

    
      Nearly nine o’clock in the morning of September 15

      While he waited for his wife to join him in the breakfast parlor, Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, read that day’s edition of The Times. He was rather pleased to see the notice of the marriage of Lady Lily Wellingham to Mr. William Overby, the union effectively ending any speculation as to which the young lady would choose to marry during the Little Season. Although he had to admit to a bit of surprise at learning she had married a clerk—four aristocrats had been rumored to want either her hand in marriage or her dowry—Grandby thought her choice of a commoner a better fit. Although she had been the darling at balls during the two Seasons she had attended ton events, Grandby wondered how the ladies of the ton would have received her if she had married an aristocrat. Some of the women could be quite cruel with their words and their gossip, and given her illegitimacy, he thought she might suffer the cut direct among her fellow young matrons.

      If Lady Lily hadn’t made a decision as to a spouse, Grandby was quite prepared to arrange a suitable one on her behalf. Given how his life would be changing any day now, though, he was rather relieved the matter was out of his hands.

      He glanced at his chronometer, surprised that his countess, Adele Slater Worthington Grandby, hadn’t yet appeared for breakfast. About to summon a footman to check on her, he was rather startled when one suddenly appeared, breathless, in the doorway.

      “My lord. The countess says to beg your forgiveness, but she won’t be joining you for breakfast this morning,” the young man managed to get out before having to inhale to catch his breath.

      Grandby blinked. “Oh. Did she say why?” he asked, hoping she wasn’t feeling any worse than she had the night before. She had complained of backaches and swollen ankles, conditions he found he could help alleviate with a bit of sexual intercourse and by rubbing her feet. Despite her repeated admonishment of his advances—“I’m as big as a house, Milton. Honestly, how can you stand to be in the same room with me?”—Grandby found he rather liked his wife in her current condition, all soft and round and ready for his arousal no matter the time of day or night. He had to admit to feeling a bit exhausted, however; he had never engaged in this much intercourse, even when he was an unmarried earl bedding a different widow every Season.

      The footman colored up and stammered a bit before he said, “She’s going to have a baby, my lord!”

      Grandby set aside his newspaper and nodded. “I’m well aware of Lady Torrington’s condition,” he replied with a grin. Have been since March, he nearly added.

      Swallowing, the footman nodded. “Today, my lord.”

      Having taken a drink of his coffee, Grandby nearly choked as he comprehended the words. “Now?” he countered, rising quickly from the table. “Send for the midwife—”

      “The butler is seeing to it,” the footman interrupted.

      “Then see to it word gets to Lady Norwick,” Grandby ordered, knowing Adele would want Clarinda Fitzwilliam at her bedside. The Countess of Norwick was Adele’s best friend and confidante, and she had just delivered twins a few weeks ago.

      “Another footman has already been dispatched to Norwick House, my lord,” the tall man countered.

      Grandby frowned. “What? Am I the last to know?” he asked in alarm.

      The footman, deciding he really shouldn’t attempt to answer the question, simply bowed and took his leave of the breakfast parlor.

      The earl wasn’t far behind, making his way to the stairs just as Clarinda Fitzwilliam appeared in the vestibule of Worthington House. She cradled a blanket-wrapped baby in one arm.

      “Clare!” Grandby called out, changing his direction of travel in order to make his way to greet her.

      “Grandby. So good to see you,” the new mother said as she held out the baby. “Here. Take her so I can get out of my pelisse, won’t you?”

      Blinking, Grandby was suddenly in possession of a three-week-old girl. Although he was the godfather to twenty-one—no, make that twenty-two—women of various ages, Milton Grandby hadn’t held a baby in his arms in over twenty years. He had seen this one before, as well as her twin sister, but both were in their perambulator and snoozing on their morning walk with their mother and uncle.

      The baby, although awake, didn’t seem the least bit bothered at being handed off to a man who was probably old enough to be her grandfather. “Which one is she?” Grandby asked as he adjusted his arm so her head was better supported. This isn’t so hard, he thought, rather pleased with himself that the newborn wasn’t howling at the sudden change in view. Perhaps his own baby, apparently on the way at any moment, would feel the same.

      He could only hope.

      “That is Lady Diana Dorothea,” Daniel Fitzwilliam said as he stood in the vestibule helping his wife remove her pelisse with one hand while he held another bundle in his other arm. Having helped deliver one of the twins—the midwife had assisted with the first and then left the bedchamber while Clarinda gave birth to the second—Daniel was a far more involved stepfather than most aristocratic fathers were. “And this is Lady Dahlia Davida,” he said as he held out his bundle. “We’re quite sure we haven’t used up all the names beginning with a ‘D’,” he added with an arched eyebrow, apparently daring the fellow earl to make some pithy comment.

      “Of course not,” Grandby replied, although, if pressed, he was quite sure he wouldn’t have been able to come up with any other names for girls beginning with a ‘D’. It was rather fortunate that none of the names he had in mind for his about-to-be-born child began with the letter ‘D’. If it were a boy as Adele kept claiming it would be, he would probably name him George after his father and his father before him. But if it were a girl as he’d been hoping for since he discovered his wife was expecting last March, he would name her Angelica.

      Rather surprised both girls were wide awake, Grandby was about to ask how the new parents were faring when a servant appeared at the top of the stairs. “Oh, milady, ’tis so good to see you. She’s been asking for you. And the midwife still hasn’t arrived.”

      Clarinda gave Grandby an arched brow, gathered up her skirts, and made her way up the stairs. “I trust you can entertain Diana for a while,” she called out, knowing her husband would help if need be.

      Having been at Worthington House many times in the past, Clarinda knew her way around and headed straight for the mistress suite. She hurried in without knocking, a bit startled to find Adele leaning up against pile of pillows.

      “Thank the gods!” the Countess of Torrington said as her lady’s maid wiped her brow. “I was about to send for Milton to help, but I have a feeling he would faint,” she managed as her face screwed into a grimace.

      “I don’t know how much help I’ll be,” Clarinda said just as Adele let out a rather unladylike howl. Alarmed, Clarinda moved to lift Adele’s chemise. “How long has it been since your water broke?” she asked, her brows furrowing.

      Adele dared a glance at the mantel clock. “A few hours now,” she said, her voice weak. “I am too old for this, Clare,” she added before her face took on an expression of pain.

      “Nonsense. You’re younger than Queen Charlotte was when she had her last. Do you feel like ... pushing?” she asked, remembering what she had been through with the quick birth of her twins.

      “Anything to get this boy out,” Adele countered.

      Another servant appeared, this one apparently more familiar with childbirth than Adele’s maid. She carried several linens and a bowl of water, setting them aside before seeing to Adele.

      “You look as if you know what to do,” Adele commented.

      “Aye,” the woman nodded. “Twins?” she questioned as she settled herself.

      “Yes,” Clarinda replied. “Three weeks ago,” she added when the servant turned to regard her.

      “Oh, congratulations, milady,” the maid said with a smile. “But I was asking Lady Torrington.”

      Clarinda stared at the servant for several seconds before returning her attention to Adele. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked in surprise. The two countesses were the best of friends, went on frequent walks in the park together, and took turns hosting other Mayfair matrons for morning or afternoon tea. Although Adele had said nothing about having twins, it would certainly explain why the countess had grown so large in the last few months.

      Adele blinked. And blinked again as she shook her head in alarm. “No one said I was having twins,” she replied just before another contraction had her crying out.

      Wide-eyed, Clarinda looked to the servant. “You get the first. I’ll get the second.”

      Within a half-hour, the Grandby twins made their debut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 10


          

          
            THE MORNING AFTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Half-past nine o’clock in the morning, September 15

      Warmth and comfort and the scents of sandalwood and brandy were pleasant aids to sleep, but at some point, their hypnotic effect wore off, and Eleanor slowly awakened. Light showed from around the edges of the heavy velvet drapes covering the windows.

      Unfamiliar drapes.

      And the soft mattress beneath her was far more comfortable than usual. Goose feathers, she thought with a wan smile. The heavy arm around her middle was also unexpected, as was the soft snoring she heard above and behind her. When she was aware of the soreness at the apex of her thighs, she bolted up. She would have left the bed entirely but for the arm that kept her anchored to the bed.

      “Let go of me!” she nearly shouted, pulling the bed linens so as to cover her nakedness.

      Charles lifted himself onto an elbow and reluctantly released his arm from around Eleanor. “Shh,” he hissed, his annoyance quickly dissipating as he took in the sight of his bedmate’s sleep tousled hair and bare shoulders. Despite the wide eyes staring at him—either she was very afraid or very angry—Charles found himself rather happy. And aroused. Although he usually awoke with a slight headache and a cotton mouth, he found he felt rather refreshed this morning. “Good morning, beautiful,” he murmured, moving toward her with the intent of kissing her.

      Eleanor scootched farther from him, taking the bed linens with her as she attempted to take her leave of the bed entirely. The movement had the bed linens sliding off of the earl, which left him almost completely uncovered. “Oh!” she cried out at the sight of his bare chest and the instrument of his manhood bobbing from a nest of dark curlies. She covered her eyes with one hand as she attempted to toss back part of the covers in his direction, which left her mostly exposed. “Oh!” she cried out again as she nearly fell off the bed.

      Capturing her around her midriff before she could tumble off the bed, Charles had to stifle a chuckle. “I’ve got you,” he said as he pulled her into the middle of the bed. He hoped she would cease her struggles—she was making a mess of the bed—but she didn’t.

      Charles sighed and rolled Eleanor, who was still squirming in an attempt to free herself from his hold, so her body was atop his as he collapsed back onto the mattress. “Now that’s better,” he murmured, one of his arms holding her bottom immobile while a hand moved to pull her head down until his lips could reach hers. He kissed her then, effectively silencing her protest.

      His joy at the feel of her lips against his was short-lived, however, for Eleanor gave up her fight and slumped atop him. He ended the kiss as quickly as he had begun it, his hand lifting her head away from his so he could see her face.

      Even in the dim light from around the drapes, he could see tears brightening her eyes. “What is it? Have I ... did I hurt you?” he asked in an urgent whisper. He had never had a woman cry whilst in his bed. Titter and laugh, yes. Scold him on occasion, of course, because he behaved like a rake. But then, that was his reputation. One lady of the evening had even bitten him, although she could be excused since he had asked for it. Something about having learned about vampires and such ... but never had a woman cried in his bed.

      Flipping her over so her back was on the bed linens covering the mattress, Charles held himself over the top of her body as he studied her face. She seemed familiar, and not just because he had seen her the night before, all prim and wide-eyed innocence. He had met her somewhere else, some place in the past, but he couldn’t quite remember where or when.

      Noting she didn’t look at him—her attention was directed to her left—he followed her gaze to the twisted pile of mussed bed linens and a telltale bloodstain therein. The events of the night before came crashing back.

      I’ve never done this before.

      Christ! Charles lowered his face so it rested between her breasts.

      “You ruined me,” Eleanor whispered, one of her hands coming to rest on the back of his head as a sob escaped.

      Charles felt her body shake beneath him, felt her heart beat race against his cheek. “I did,” he acknowledged, barely moving his head as he attempted to nod. He inhaled slowly, reveling in the scent of her skin, the feel of her soft breasts, the rise and fall of her chest with each labored breath. Finally lifting his head, he regarded her for a moment. His brows furrowed. “I am sorry, my lady, but in my defense, you could have said something. You should have pushed me away. You didn’t exactly warn me.”

      “I was frightened out of my mind!” Eleanor countered, her sudden ire evident in her response.

      The earl frowned. “There was no need to be frightened of me,” he countered, sounding a bit offended. “I’m a very agreeable man ...” At her roll of eyes and pointed look, he realized she meant something else. “Oh. That,” he murmured. “Yes, I suppose to the ... uninitiated, my prick can be a bit ... intimidating,” he reasoned, cocking an eyebrow with his response.

      “Intimidating?” Eleanor repeated, her mouth rounding into a rather large ‘O’. “It hurt!” she cried out.

      “And I do apologize for that, my lady, but ... I am led to believe it hurts just the one time, so ... so now you’ve got the painful part all out of the way,” he replied with a rather proud nod. “So the next time won’t be so bad. Won’t be bad at all,” he amended, his face screwing up as he realized she was angry. Angrier than she had been.

      Eleanor blinked. She blinked again as she slowly shook her head. “Led to believe? Do you expect me to believe I’m the first ... virgin you’ve ever ... pricked?”

      It was Charles’ turn to blink. “As a matter of fact, yes, you are my first,” he claimed, not having to give it a second thought. He was quite sure he had never before taken a virgin to his bed.

      Or hers.

      “And the term is really plowed, but I wouldn’t expect a virgin to know such a thing.”

      Eleanor’s eyes widened again.

      Would the horrors never cease?

      “You consider me a .... a wheat field?” she asked in a hoarse whisper, wondering how the term ‘plowed’ ever came to represent what he had done to her the night before.

      The earl repositioned himself atop her, wanting to be sure she wouldn’t notice the topic of their discussion trying to plow its way back into her. And ‘plow’ was definitely the wrong term, he considered. ‘Seeding’ was the more appropriate term, although he knew it would never catch on as a popular word to describe what he wanted to be doing to her just then.

      He wondered if she would notice his seed drill attempting to make its way back into her.

      She noticed.

      “What ...? Are you ...?” Her eyes widened again and she attempted to squirm out from beneath him. With his legs betwixt hers and his rather wide arms anchored into the mattress on either side of her torso, she finally gave up. Tears threatened once again until she found him staring at her, his brows furrowed and his eyes filled with remorse.

      “I am sorry about what happened,” he whispered. “Truly. And I meant no offense with the term ‘plowed’. It’s ...” He shook his head. “Crass and wholly inappropriate to describe what I must admit was a rather ... special ... tumble.”

      Even before Eleanor could put voice to her new reason for being angry—didn’t the rake realize he was making her case for her?—Charles knew he had bungled his apology. “First and foremost, I am not attempting to ...” He was about to say, “plow” and then, “tumble” before he left out a sigh. “As much as I truly want the pleasure of your body again, I am ... abstaining,” he managed to say. “For now.”

      Eleanor stilled herself at his words, until his final two, and then she resumed her struggle to get out from under him. “You rake! Get off of me!” she said in a hoarse whisper. She thought about screaming and then worried that the only other person in the house might be his majordomo. The tall, gangly man would be of no assistance.

      Charles sighed and finally lifted himself to his hands and knees, but before Eleanor could wriggle out from beneath him, he pinned her with a strategically placed hand over one of her breasts. “You came here the same way all of Lucy’s harlots do,” he said quietly. “How was I to know ..?”

      “All?” Eleanor repeated in horror. “How many ... how many have you ..?” She was about to say “plowed” but thought better of it.

      His head dropping so his lips could reach the breast he wasn’t holding, Charles kissed it, secretly satisfied at Eleanor’s sudden jerk and inhalation of breath. “I ... I don’t know. I certainly don’t keep track. I’m a rake, you see.” At her body’s jerk beneath him—not one caused by his fondling or his kisses but because she seemed determined to leave his bed—he added, “It’s not as if I carve a notch in my bedpost for every woman I bed.” He raised his head and pinned her with his gaze. “Although, I am thinking I should for you. I do not believe I have ever had such a satisfying evening with a woman.”

      Eleanor stared up at the earl, a bit stunned by his words.

      For a moment, she didn’t know whether to be incensed or proud.

      “Please, let me make this right,” he whispered. When Eleanor simply stared at him, her expression not giving away her immediate thoughts, he lowered his lips to hers and captured them in a light kiss.

      Never having been kissed, Eleanor held her breath as the earl’s lips slid over hers, as they seemed to suckle and lock onto hers until she was forced to breathe. Her chest rising a bit in the process, she was aware of how the palm of his hand pressed against her breast, of the skitters of pleasure that seemed to emanate from the tips of his fingers. When his lips left hers to trail down her cheek to her jaw line, she inhaled sharply. His hand moved to her other breast, his fingertips barely skimming her sensitive skin and sending darts of pleasure in every direction. By the time his kisses reached her throat and the top edge of her collarbone, Eleanor became aware of a slight throbbing at the apex of her thighs, at the very place where she felt a bit sore and yet still yearned for that magic touch he had provided the night before.

      Perhaps she had put voice to her thoughts, for Charles’ hand continued its journey of slight caresses, making its way down the front of her body, around one of her hipbones to slide along the top of her thigh, to delve between her legs and caress the tender flesh before finally—finally—pressing against the sensitive spot that seemed to throb as fast as her heart raced. At the very same moment, his lips captured one of her nipples, gently suckling it as his hand rubbed her, slow at first and then harder and faster as her breaths quickened until she seemed to fracture beneath him. Her cry of ecstasy was silenced by his hungry kiss. Her arched back forced her breasts against the front of his chest as he buried himself in her, his groan breaking the kiss as he gasped for air.

      The sudden sensation of fullness had Eleanor clenching on the intruder, gasping as she struggled to hang onto him. Her fingers dug into his sides, the pads sensing the play of hard muscle beneath his skin. The thought of “how dare he do this to me again?” warred with the thought of just how wonderful the feel of his hand in her most private place had been, of how the rolling waves of pleasure were still coursing through her body. At any moment, she was sure she would feel as spent as she suddenly felt alive.

      Although his thrusts seemed uncomfortable at first, she soon realized she could counter his forward thrusts with her own. His whispered “Yes” had her secretly pleased, his mouth covering her breast had her momentarily stunned, and when he stopped and moaned, she stilled her movements. Tendrils of pleasure passed through her lower body just as a wash of warmth filled her from within. One of his arms moved beneath her, lifting her so the entire front of her body was pressed against his.

      “Zeus,” Charles murmured, his face buried into the space above her shoulder. “I have found my Aphrodite,” he whispered as he slowly allowed his body to settle atop hers. After kissing her temple, he drifted off to sleep.

      Eleanor stared at the ornate ceiling above, at once wondering just how she could have allowed him to do to her what he had done the night before and then wondering how she could have prevented him from doing so.

      Why hadn’t she fought him off? Put more voice to her objection? A skitter of pleasure darted beneath her skin, and she realized she had her answer.

      Nothing else had felt as wonderful as the pleasure she had just experienced. And it was all because of Lord Wakefield’s expert ministrations, his confident manner, his rather impressive manhood.

      Oh, but why couldn’t he be Arthur?

      Did Sir Arthur Goodwin know how to pleasure a woman like Lord Wakefield did? Would he find her ... what had Wakefield said? I’ve found my Aphrodite. She allowed a wan smile at the memory of how he had said it, as if he truly believed his words.

      He had probably already forgotten them, she was sure.

      Sighing, she turned her attention to the muscled shoulder just below her chin. A shiver passed through her body at the memory of how those muscles had moved beneath his skin as he held his body over hers, of how taut they appeared at that moment just before ecstasy gripped him, before the rush of warmth filled her lower body. Her wan smile grew into a grin at the thought of the pleasure she had felt, his touch so sure and so perfectly placed. How did he know what to do? she wondered for a moment, the thought quickly replaced with the obvious reason.

      He was a rake.

      He bedded women several times a week—perhaps more than one a day! Of course, he would know how to pleasure a woman. How to keep her coming back to his bed for more. How to keep her in his bed, just as she realized he had succeeded with her, for she had no desire to leave his bed.

      Sighing again, Eleanor relaxed into the mattress and allowed sleep to take her once more.
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            AN EARL ADMITS A MISTAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      A bit later in the morning of September 15

      “I have to think you’re hoping for a boy,” Daniel said as he settled into one of the leather chairs in Grandby’s study, his niece alert and making bubbles as he held her in one arm.

      “I am hoping for a girl, I’ll have you know. But at this point, I don’t really care what it is as long as Adele ...” He allowed the sentence to trail off, worry evident on his brow. “I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose her,” he finally managed to get out, his attention turning to the baby he still held in his arms. “Geez, she’s a heavy little—”

      “Watch your language,” Daniel interrupted, thinking Grandby was about to say ‘bugger’.

      “Chit,” Grandby finished without missing a beat.

      “She’ll be fine,” Daniel said, aware one of his best friends was going through what he had gone through only a few weeks ago. At least he hadn’t had a chance to be worried for very long. Clarinda’s labor had gone so fast, there was barely time to send for the midwife.

      “We’ll never have intercourse again,” the older earl announced.

      Daniel blinked. “Yes, you will,” he said with a nod. “And, please, my nieces do have ears,” he added with a frown.

      “Have you?” Grandby asked.

      A bit confused by the question, Daniel had to think a moment. “Well, not yet, but we will. In a ... a few weeks,” he ventured. “The Norwick earldom needs an heir, and my wife is willing to have as many babies as it takes. She’s quite adamant when it comes to doing her duty,” Daniel said as he raised Dahlia to his shoulder. He wasn’t about to get another child on Clarinda anytime in the next year, but the Earl of Torrington didn’t need to know that he had a supply of French letters on order. Thank the gods he had a discreet importer seeing to it. Wellingham Imports might be better known for the unusual products they imported from countries all over the world, but sometimes their most prized products were made in England.

      Thanks to sheep.

      “Fuck duty,” Grandby cursed.

      “Grandby! Language!” Daniel nearly shouted, which had Dahlia fussing at his shoulder. He bounced her a bit, which seemed to settle the girl. Diana wasn’t as easily assuaged when Grandby tried to bounce her, though, her face screwing into an expression of unhappiness. She let out a cry.

      “I apologize,” Grandby said to the baby he held. “Please, don’t cry,” he added.

      Diana blinked and stared at the man whose face filled her vision. She grinned, which had the man looking ever so startled.

      “You’ll do fine,” Daniel murmured, rather amazed at how Grandby was doing with Diana. “In fact, Clare wondered if you would agree to be the godfather for these two,” he said in a quiet voice.

      The earl stared at him a moment. “Are you sure? I can’t say as I did right by her when it came to you,” he replied after a pause. Although Clarinda had been his first goddaughter, he had helped her father see to it that she married David Fitzwilliam, older twin brother of Daniel, even though he was pretty sure she had been courted by Daniel. Given David and Daniel were identical twins, and Clarinda was barely allowed in the company of Daniel for more than a few minutes at a time, she had accepted his suit and married David thinking he was Daniel.

      When David died in a horrible traffic accident earlier in the year, Daniel had stepped in as earl—he was the rightful heir since neither of Clarinda’s babies turned out to be boys— and taken Clarinda as his wife despite her mourning period having just begun. “No one will notice,” Grandby had assured Clarinda, knowing she was due to give birth in the late summer. “The ton has a short memory, and the two men look so much alike, most won’t even realize David has perished,” he said.

      Daniel’s head jerked up at Grandby’s question and comment. “Whatever do you mean, ‘you didn’t do right by her’?” he asked in surprise.

      Grandby gave a shrug, which had Diana studying him with a furrowed blonde brow. He watched the baby’s face as he said, “I knew David was a rake. Knew he owned that brothel and gaming hell. But I also knew he needed to marry. He needed an heir—”

      “Which turned out to be me,” Daniel interrupted, his manner rather serious. Had Grandby undermined his attempt to marry Clarinda Anne Brotherton, the daughter of an earl? They had been in love back then—still were, in fact—which made her marriage to David cause a rift that would take years and their recent private wedding to mend.

      “True,” Grandby agreed. “But I knew that Clare’s father wanted her settled with a titled man.”

      Daniel stared at the Earl of Torrington for a long time, anger passing through him as he considered the hell he had gone through when he learned Clarinda had married David instead of him. Instead of the man who had courted her with pink roses and walks in Kensington Gardens and soft words and softer kisses. “Then it’s a good thing I still ended up with her,” Daniel said with a hint of menace.

      Milton Grandby regarded Daniel for a moment. “It is indeed,” he agreed. “I made a mistake with my first goddaughter, but I promise you, I did not and will not make the same mistake with any of my other goddaughters,” he vowed.

      “And what of your own daughter?” Clarinda asked as she stood in the threshold of the study, a blanket-wrapped baby held in her arms.

      “Why, I plan to send her to a nunnery ...”

      Grandby was on his feet, staring at Clarinda, the bundle in his own arms cooing in delight at the sound of her mother’s voice.

      “A girl?” Grandby whispered, his face splitting into a huge grin. “Let me trade with you,” he said as he hurried to collect his daughter from Clarinda while she took Diana from him.

      “Yes,” Clarinda hedged before she motioned for the midwife to join her. “And what of your heir?” she asked as she nodded to the bundle the midwife carried.

      Daniel, who had stood up upon his wife’s entrance into the room, noted how pale the other earl appeared and was ready to retrieve the baby from him should the older man faint.

      But Grandby’s face continued to betray his joy. “A boy?” he whispered, readjusting his daughter so he could take the baby boy into his other arm. “Jesus, Joseph and Mother Mary,” he murmured. He looked up to find Clarinda weeping. “Well, there will be none of that,” he said with a shake of his head. “Christ. I should take a trip to Ludgate Hill right now and buy every bauble in every jewelry store for my beloved wife, but before I go, I should like to see her. Is she ... is she well?” he asked in a whisper.

      Clarinda nodded. “She’s tired, of course. Sleeping now, in fact, but I’m sure she wouldn’t mind being awakened by you and your children,” she added with a grin.

      Grandby nodded and took his leave of the study. “Help yourself to the brandy. And the champagne and whatever else you want,” he said as he made his way up the stairs with his prize possessions. “Hell, take everything!”

      Daniel frowned as he stood in the threshold of the study.

      “Language!” he called out.

      But the Earl of Torrington and his twins had already disappeared into the mistress suite.

      Daniel turned his attention to Clarinda, his brow furrowed so a fold of skin appeared between them. “How is it he is able to carry both babes in his arms like that?” he asked. “It took me a week to be able to do that.”

      Clarinda reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “He’s had far more practice than you, my love. He has over twenty goddaughters, you know.”

      Daniel wasn’t about to counter her comment, but he was quite sure Grandby had never held a baby in his arms before that day. At least not recently if he had ever.

      “Well, I certainly have no intention of helping myself to a brandy given the early morning hour,” he commented, moving back into the study. “Champagne?” he suggested.

      Clarinda sighed as she settled into the leather sofa, Diana propped up so her head rested against her shoulder. “Despite the fact that it’s still ...” She dared a glance at the clock on the mantel. “Goodness, it’s not even ten o’clock!” she said in surprise.

      Prior to the arrival of her twins, she would normally still be abed. She thought of how her friend’s life was about to change. At least Adele would have a wet nurse—or two— to see to her babes. “I do believe a bit of celebration is in order. Grandby finally has his heir and the daughter he’s always wanted. Champagne sounds divine,” she finally murmured.

      Daniel gave her a knowing smile before lowering the babe he held onto the settee next to her mother. “I’ll see what I can find,” he offered, wondering if the butler was back in residence. Although the household had been rather quiet when they first arrived—no servants had greeted them at the door, nor had there been any footmen about—Daniel could hear voices outside the study.

      He disappeared for a moment and returned, holding a white parchment in one hand and a bottle of champagne in the other.

      “What is that?” Clarinda asked as Daniel moved to the sideboard.

      He shook his head, attempting to read the note while he worked to free the cork from the bottle. “One of our footmen just brought it over. Apparently, it was delivered just after we left this morning.” The popping cork had both babies jerking with the sudden sound, their matching expressions of wonderment sending Clarinda into giggles. “It’s not bad news, I hope,” she said, sobering at the sudden thought.

      Daniel’s familiar frown reappeared. “Well, it’s curious more than anything,” he said as he carried a crystal-stemmed glass to his wife. “It’s from the Norwick solicitor in Sussex.”

      Clarinda took the glass and sipped the bubbly fluid. She hadn’t had champagne since the last ball she had attended at the end of the Season. “I’ve missed this,” she murmured, her attention still on her husband. She was about to ask him about the solicitor when she saw his face go pale. “Daniel? What is it?”

      The earl folded the missive and closed his eyes a moment. “Who is more the thing. Constance Fitzwilliam. My late uncle’s only daughter. Seems she paid a visit to our solicitor expecting to be given her inheritance.”

      Taking another sip of champagne, Clarinda wondered at Daniel’s tone of voice. “You make it sound as if she isn’t entitled to it.”

      Daniel shrugged. “Well, if she’s reached her majority and hasn’t married, then she is,” he said, his attention back on the missive. “Dammit.”

      Clare’s eyes widened. “Language!” she said in a hoarse whisper.

      Pulled from his reverie, Daniel straightened and allowed a guilty expression. “Forgive me. I ... I had no idea Connie was already five-and-twenty. Truth be told, I hadn’t given her much thought in a long time.”

      Curious as to why news of his cousin seemed to have upset Daniel, Clarinda allowed him another minute before she asked, “Is there an inheritance for her claim?” she asked carefully.

      Daniel took a deep breath and nodded. “Oh, I’m sure Uncle Edward saw to it before he died. I just ... I realize from this note that the solicitor is unaware of it, is all,” he stammered. “I’ll be sure to send him a letter with the details.” He nodded as he made the comment, his attention still on the folded note he held.

      “Is she not very ... agreeable?” Clarinda asked before finishing off her champagne, closing her eyes a moment so she could enjoy the sensation of the bubbles as they bounced about on her tongue.

      “Agreeable?” Daniel repeated.

      Clarinda nodded. “In order for her to claim her inheritance, she couldn’t be married. Which I suppose means the money would have been her dowry. But is she really unbiddable?”

      Daniel seemed to struggle for words. “I don’t know. It’s been ... years since I last saw Connie,” he replied, obviously bothered by the conversation.

      Frowning at Daniel’s odd behavior, Clarinda straightened on the settee. “Why do you suppose she has never married?”

      The simple question had Daniel shaking his head. “Last I knew, she was still living at Fair Downs near Boxgrove. Other than a monastery, there’s really not much there, and I rather doubt any Benedictine monks are looking to marry,” he said lightly. He sobered again, though. “I’ll see to it she’s suitably ... settled,” he stammered.

      “Daniel!” Clare’s hoarse whisper had the earl’s attention back on her.

      “What?”

      “You’re hiding something,” she accused. “I don’t believe I have ever seen you so ... discombobulated,” she added. The babe on her shoulder gave a slight cry before settling down again.

      Daniel reached down to pick up Dahlia. “It’s nothing. I just ... I just lost track of time. I invested her funds along with most of David’s way back when. I’ll see to making sure she gets it,” he promised before joining her on the settee, Dahlia propped against one of his shoulders. “When we’re back at the house,” he added with a nod.

      Clarinda nodded and allowed a wan smile, thinking it would be some time before she would be able to walk.

      The champagne had gone straight to her knees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 12


          

          
            A MARQUESS RECONSIDERS A LADY

          

        

      

    

    
      Nine-thirty in the morning of September 15

      Randall watched the barouche pull away, wondering about the skittish woman he had escorted to the equipage. Throughout their entire stroll, a walk that lasted no longer than fifteen minutes, the marquess had hoped to put the woman at ease. He couldn’t help but think she was more frightened of him now than when she had first come upon him whilst he sat on the bench. Perhaps I was scowling, he thought, wondering if his appearance was to blame or if Miss Fitzwilliam was simply uncomfortable in the company of a man.

      About to turn around to make his way back to his townhouse, he was rather startled to see not Miss Fitzwilliam, but rather the maid turn around to regard him from where she sat in the back of the open carriage. Despite her earlier manner— she seemed most displeased when she and her mistress had come upon him in the park—the expression on her face now suggested she might have changed her opinion of him.

      Randall acknowledged her gaze with a tip of his top hat, rather pleased she didn’t turn around quickly, as if she were embarrassed at having been discovered glancing back in his direction. Instead, she continued to watch him until the barouche passed beneath a tree and around a bend in the road, lost to his sight as it made its way back to South Carriage Drive.

      Now that was rather odd, Randall thought as he continued to puzzle over Miss Fitzwilliam. Well, if she were one of Norwick’s relatives, it would be easy enough to discover more about her. He would simply pay a call on Norwick House and ask to speak with the earl.

      The thought of the Earl of Norwick reminded him that the older twin, David, had died earlier that year—a traffic accident in Oxford Street, if he remembered right—which meant the younger twin was now in charge. He puzzled over the man’s name, thinking it was fortuitous for the man to have inherited since David hadn’t sired an heir before his death.

      What was the younger twin’s name?

      Dweezle? Dunbarton? Dwayne? Daniel?

      Daniel!

      Yes, that was it. Randall wondered how he could have forgotten, for to be fair to Daniel Fitzwilliam, the younger twin was the real reason the Norwick earldom was rather flush despite its base in Sussex. David might have seen to it the earldom’s coffers were full with monies from his gaming hells and the lucrative brothel he owned prior to inheriting the Norwick earldom, but it was his younger brother who managed the earldom once David had the title.

      The marquess frowned. Discover more about Miss Fitzwilliam? What was he thinking? The young lady was ... well, she certainly wasn’t marchioness material, he thought, realizing he had been considering her as a possible wife.

      Faith! Thoughts of matrimony were certainly at the forefront of his brain these days.

      Sighing, he turned and made his way back toward Park Lane, his thoughts not on Miss Fitzwilliam but rather on her comely maid and the expression on her face as she watched him from the carriage. Now there’s a chit I would welcome in my bed, he thought with a grin, his rakish thoughts certainly more comfortable than those centered on matrimony.

      He imagined her arriving at his back door, like any other servant, and then making her way up the back stairs and to his bedchamber. Grinning, he thought of how she would let herself into the room and undress slowly, carefully placing her pelisse and gown over the back of a chair before slowly removing her silk stockings and petticoats. She would require help with removing her corset, of course, which meant he would have to be there to pull the bow and loosen the ties. To pull it up and over her head. To remove her translucent chemise and allow it to fall to the floor in a silken puddle. Then he would pull the pins from her simple bun and slide his fingers through the mass of dark, curly hair. Lift her to the bed. Watch her as his simple kisses and soft strokes readied her for when he spread her shapely legs and entered her slowly.

      His mouth would cover one of her breasts as her torso would rise in response to his first thrust. Would move to the other breast and feast on it during his second thrust. His third thrust would have her legs wrapping around his thighs, her fingers clutching his sides. His fourth would leave him nearly breathless but remembering he needed to see to her pleasure before taking his own. Sliding his hand down the side of her breast, his thumb brushing the tender flesh, he would continue his exploration by lightly sliding the pads of his fingers over her midriff, down to her belly and finally to her dark curlies. Then he would gently press against her wet, throbbing womanhood at the very place their bodies met. He would watch in wonder as her body succumbed to his erotic touch, thrill at her soft cries and murmured pleas, and allow his own moan of pleasure as the ecstasy took him under, leaving him breathless and broken and feeling ever so blessed.

      Randall Roderick, Earl of Reading, stopped short on the path toward Park Lane. Good God! He had never bedded a maid before, and yet, just then, he had imagined a rather satisfying scenario with Miss Fitzwilliam’s maid!

      What is happening to me? At that moment, he found he wanted to know far more about the maid than he did about Constance Fitzwilliam.

      Remembering he was trying to reform his rakish ways, he quickly sobered and took his leave of Hyde Park.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 13


          

          
            AN IDENTITY REVEALED

          

        

      

    

    
      Nine-thirty in the morning of September 15

      Charles awoke slowly, his nose buried in hair that smelled of lemon. He allowed a smile at the woman who lay beneath him. Eleanor ... He closed his eyes in an attempt to remember the rest of her name. She had mentioned it when introducing herself the night before.

      Merriweather.

      Yes, that was it. Eleanor Merriweather.

      He carefully rolled off her body, rather glad she was sleeping so soundly. Had she been awake, he would have been tempted to take her again. Zeus, she was beautiful! A bit on the young side, but older than most of the debutantes mothers took great pains to keep away from him at ton balls and soirées, she seemed at once naive and innocent and then quite suddenly more jaded and mature. How could that be?

      Did she live in London?

      No. She mentioned having come to town on the mail coach. That meant she was probably from the country, but her manner of speech suggested otherwise. A pile of puzzle pieces were stacked up in his brain.

      Well, he would have a lifetime to put them into place. He would be marrying the chit at the first opportunity.

      Daring a glance at the clock over the fireplace, he decided he had best get up. His brother, Arthur, had said he would stop by later this morning. Although the knight hadn’t given a reason in his message that arrived the day before, Charles hoped the man was coming to announce his betrothal.

      Arthur was younger than Charles, but the knight’s days as a bachelor needed to come to an end—Arthur was rumored to be a molly, and if he didn’t marry soon, Charles was afraid he would be arrested. The word circulating at White’s was that Arthur had been in the company of a man known to host parties of like-minded men in his public house. Charles winced when he realized the news had probably appeared in one of the scandal sheets.

      The Tattler, no doubt.

      He glanced again at the jumble of bed linens, verifying his guilt in having taken Eleanor’s maidenhead. Well, he would see to making everything right. He had promised her that. He would acquire a special license to marry her that very day, if he was allowed to do so. Perhaps the two of them could be married before this evening, and she could spend the night in his bed again! His arousal made itself evident.

      First things first, he chided himself. He left the bed, pulling up the velvet counterpane to cover Eleanor. Retrieving his robe from the floor, he was about to use the bell pull to summon Chester when he remembered Eleanor was naked beneath the coverlet. He couldn’t exactly have his majordomo come to his bedchamber while she was still abed! Charles instead made his way to the bedchamber door.

      Charles had barely pulled the door open when he realized Chester stood just beyond the threshold, a tray bearing a cup of chocolate and slices of toast held in his bony hands.

      Chocolate? He dared a glance at Eleanor and realized what the butler intended.

      “Rather considerate of you,” he whispered as he took the tray and set it on the table next to the bed. He took his leave of the room and motioned for Chester to join him in the next room. “Especially since she is to be my wife,” he added as he made his way to the dressing room and bathing chamber that connected two bedchambers. A tub of steaming water sat in the center of the room, and he gingerly stepped into it.

      The majordomo’s eyes widened considerably. “Very good, my lord,” he replied, obviously stunned by his master’s words. “May I remind my lord that Sir Arthur is due here later this morning?” he added, as if the news of Lord Wakefield’s impending nuptials was secondary.

      “I remembered,” Charles said as he took a seat in the tub, hissing as he lowered himself into the hot water. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have bothered to get up before Miss Merriweather,” he added as he settled his back against one end of the copper tub.

      Chester immediately moved to seat himself behind the tub so he could shave the earl. “Should I contact an agency about procuring a lady’s maid for Miss Merriweather?” he asked in his baritone voice.

      Charles arched an eyebrow and nodded, thinking his majordomo seemed rather pleased with the idea of his taking a wife. “That is an excellent idea. With any luck, we’ll be married later today,” he claimed, rather satisfied with his plan. “Tomorrow at the latest.” He gave a passing thought to just how odd it was that he was planning a wedding when only last night whilst at White’s, he had assured Lord Reading he had no intention of taking a wife for ten years or more!

      My, how just a few hours can change a man!

      Chester paused before slathering shaving soap over Charles’ face. “A trip to Doctor’s Commons is planned for after your brother’s visit then?” the majordomo replied, his voice rather neutral despite the news his master had dropped on him.

      “Indeed. But before my brother arrives, I believe I need to make a trip to Mrs. Gibbons’ establishment. It seems she holds my intended’s valise as collateral for her return,” he explained with a roll of his eyes. “I was going to send you after it, but since Miss Merriweather was a birthday gift to me—and I have no intention of returning her—I have decided to inform Lucy in person.” At his butler’s sudden pause in shaving him, he added, “Lucy needs to learn she cannot lure innocents to her brothel and expect them to become harlots.”

      Chester pondered this tidbit of information as he continued to shave Charles, not offering a response. The two sat in silence for several moments as Chester continued to shave Charles’ face. “You’re rather quiet. Do I sense disapproval?” Charles asked when Chester finally pulled the straight edge away from his neck.

      The majordomo regarded the earl for a moment. “Is the young lady aware of your plans to marry her?” he finally asked, wiping the shaving soap from the razor with a linen.

      Charles blinked. “I made it clear I would ... make it right,” he replied with a nod. In a lower voice, he said, “You could have been a bit more ... emphatic with your objection last night. I could have arranged to have her sent ...” He paused, realizing he didn’t know where he could have sent her. To whom did she belong? Who was supposed to provide protection for her?

      Chester pulled a bath linen from a nearby shelf and held it for Charles. “It wasn’t my place to interfere with your plans, my lord,” he replied as Charles stood up and allowed the water to sluice off his body before yanking the linen from Chester’s hands.

      “What do you know of her?” Charles asked, thinking the majordomo knew more than he was admitting.

      Chester sighed. “It’s possible Miss Merriweather is Lord Middleton’s daughter,” he suggested in a whisper. “She is of the same age and should have had her come-out last Season.”

      Charles stared at his butler for a long moment before shaking his head. Middleton’s daughter? Was it possible the girl who slept in his bed was another earl’s daughter? Lord Middleton’s daughter?

      Well, this certainly changed things.

      Or did it?

      He had ruined the chit. It didn’t matter if she was a princess or a pauper or an earl’s daughter. He promised her he would make it right.

      He would marry the chit.

      He found he wanted to marry the chit, if for no other reason than to have her in his bed every night.

      His earlier thoughts of variety came back to haunt him at that moment. Randall Roderick’s comments from the night before had him remembering his own beliefs about fidelity. Could he be true to just one woman? Would he be satisfied if he bedded the same woman twice a week, every week, for the rest of his life?

      To hell with twice a week! Perhaps he could bed her every night!

      The thought of Eleanor’s body beneath him had his own reacting rather strangely. Desire mingled with anticipation and lust had him aroused once again. Despite having bedded her twice in the past eight hours, he found he wanted her again. And again.

      This was new! He had never before wanted the same woman again.

      He decided he could forgo any of the best Lucy Gibbons could offer from her brothel if he knew Eleanor Merriweather would be sharing his bed. His days of being a rake would be over, of course, but was that such a bad thing? According to the Marquess of Reading, it was about time he became respectable. About time he was regarded as something other than a ne’er do well in Parliament. He would be married before the next session began, in fact. By then, he would have appeared at several balls with his new wife, perhaps attended a soirée or two and the opera with Eleanor on his arm.

      My countess, he thought with a sense of growing satisfaction.

      The Countess of Wakefield.

      Charles sighed and allowed a slight grin as he dressed for the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 14


          

          
            A WOMAN CONTEMPLATES A MAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten o’clock in the morning of September 15

      “I apologize, my lady. I’ve made a cake of it, and I am so sorry.”

      Constance Fitzwilliam shook her head, rather pleased she could do so without having to worry about a ridiculous hat escaping from its pins. The simple bonnet she had borrowed from her maid, Simmons, was comfortable and managed to display her dark brown curls to great effect. “You did fine, Esther,” she said as she patted the back of her housekeeper’s gloved hand. “Meeting Mr. Roderick was good practice for you,” she added with an encouraging grin. “We’ll probably never see the man again, so it won’t matter what first impressions he was left contemplating.”

      Dressed as her own lady’s maid and rather pleased with the anonymity the mode of dress provided, Constance found herself enjoying the morning outing immensely. Only a few riders were up and about in the park this early.

      Coming upon the handsome gentleman—he had been reading what appeared to be a rather long letter—had been almost unexpected. Almost, because Constance was fairly certain she had seen the man take his leave of a townhouse very near to the one in which she had taken up residence in Curzon Street. He, too, had been heading in the direction of the park.

      His destination was entirely unknown to her at the time, of course, but seeing him on the park bench, his brows furrowed and his posture suggesting he had just read some rather sad news hadn’t surprised her in the least.

      It was too bad her housekeeper had panicked, though. And worse, that she had continually sought Constance’s counsel throughout their brief walk with Mr. Roderick.

      The poor woman had only reluctantly agreed to this morning’s outing, believing Constance’s claim that no one would even be in the park at such an early hour. But it gave her housekeeper the opportunity to practice her curtsy and engage in the art of conversation with a gentleman.

      Too bad she did it using my name, Constance thought with a sigh, cringing when she remembered how many times Esther had turned to her for guidance whilst they strolled with the man.

      He seemed rather at home escorting them through the park, as if he knew that the path on which they walked would eventually lead them back to their rented barouche. He was certainly at ease with Esther Simmons on his arm, his attention entirely on her except when she needed help. And he seemed ever so patient with Esther, as if he dealt with uncertain chits every day.

      Perhaps he did. Perhaps he was a shopkeeper who had to deal with young ladies who couldn’t make a decision if their very life depended on it. Or perhaps he had a business and employed some women who required a good deal of handholding.

      One thing she knew for certain—if the man had met her father because they both had horses on the racing circuit, then he must either be an inveterate gambler or be employed in a trade where he could afford to be away for weeks at a time. Given the cost of racing—trainers, stable hands, and feed as well as the time required—traveling to the race meetings in Doncaster, Newmarket and Epsom Downs—meant that Randall Roderick had to be a man of some means.

      And he probably liked horses, too.

      Constance dared a glance at Esther, glad to see she had settled into the squabs and was enjoying the early morning ride. They would have to do this more often now that they were in London. Both of them.

      Time was running out.

      Annoyed by the sudden thought about why they had come to London, Constance turned her attention back to Esther. The young woman was more than adept at housekeeping. One day, she might even secure a position as the head of housekeeping for a large manor house or an estate home, but she wouldn’t until she was more at ease among those who might employ her. And if she couldn’t secure another position soon, Constance worried the woman would end up in the poor house.

      Her thoughts scattered, Constance wondered at how often Mr. Roderick visited the park. She wondered if he ever rode a horse or simply preferred to walk whilst there. It was rather unlikely they would ever again see the gentleman, even though she was quite sure he had been the one she had seen leaving the nearby townhouse earlier that day. But even if she came upon him in another part of London, she doubted that he would remember having met her.

      No one paid attention to the servants, after all. Or those dressed as the hired help.

      Remembering his first name was Randall, Constance thought to ask about him when she was next in the company of Londoners. Based on the superfine of his top coat, his embroidered waistcoat, and the top hat he wore—Constance was sure the hat was from ‘Fitzsimmons and Smith’ in Oxford Street—he was no doubt a well-to-do cit. She now wondered if he might be a member of the aristocracy, but he hadn’t identified himself with a title during his introduction. Certainly he would have if he were a titled man!

      Wouldn’t he?

      Not having been in London more than a fortnight, Constance was still finding her way around the city. Mr. Roderick’s suggestion that she make her presence known to Daniel Fitzwilliam was a sound one, she had to admit. Her cousin might be of help. She had no idea if the Earl of Norwick knew she had reached her majority, or if he had learned of her missing inheritance from the solicitor in Chichester, but she needed the money to secure her future.

      Thinking she had an inheritance on which she could live for the rest of her life, Constance had thought to remain a spinster. Why put herself at the mercy of a husband who would essentially own her and all her assets when she could enjoy the freedom the life of an unmarried woman provided?

      Avoiding courtships was easy enough once she was past three-and-twenty. Now that she was five-and-twenty, she rarely had to fend off a marriage-minded man. At the moment, however, she realized that’s exactly what she needed to find. The funds she had brought with her from Chichester would last a month at most. After that, she would have to dismiss Esther and seek housing arrangements elsewhere, especially if the current Earl of Norwick discovered she had taken up residence in the abode he used prior to his marriage to Clarinda Fitzwilliam.

      Finding the key to the back door had been easy. Maintaining a low profile on such a high profile location as Curzon Street, directly off of Park Lane and the residences of most of England’s aristocrats, was proving difficult. Everyone seemed interested in their comings and goings.

      Her mind wandered once again to Randall Roderick. How old is he? She remembered the hint of gray at his temples and the tiny lines around his eyes. He appeared well groomed. Well-fed, but certainly not fat. Confident.

      And entirely too handsome.

      A frisson passed through Constance as the barouche made its way out of the park and turned left. She was sure the man had seen her watching him, but try as she might, she couldn’t look away from his gaze. He had stared at her as if he knew her secret, knew she wasn’t who she appeared to be as she accompanied her housekeeper in the park.

      Had he guessed she was more than a lady’s maid? Surmised she was really a relative of the ton and in dire need of funds? Of a husband?

      Of course not. He thought she was the maid!

      She bristled at the thought of having to marry because someone had drained the bank account that held her inheritance. There were only a few men who would have had access to the account. Her late father, of course. Her brother, perhaps. Someone at the bank. It was unlikely a bank employee had done such a thing, but it was still possible. Until she had an opportunity to speak with the London-based solicitor her own family’s solicitor had recommended, she really didn’t think she should bother her cousin with the issue. He was an earl, after all, and probably far too busy with matters of the Norwick earldom, a new wife, and twins to concern himself with her missing inheritance.

      Besides, there was that issue she’d had with him all those years ago. Never find yourself in a situation requiring complete and utter secrecy, she now knew.

      If only she had known when she made her debut at Norwick Park in Sussex. Her entire body shook on remembering that rather unfortunate evening. He had been so patient. So understanding. So generous while he introduced her to his friends and associates. While he arranged dances on her behalf, seeing to it her dance card was full even before the first minuet had begun. And then she had made the mistake that could never be forgiven. Could never be forgotten.

      Never find yourself alone in a dark stable at night.

      Even thinking of it now had her cheeks reddening with embarrassment, her body shaking with the memory of how frightened she had been, of how angry the Earl of Norwick had been.

      Constance lifted her eyes to find Esther staring at her. “What is it?” she asked, straightening against the squabs.
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