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      Hello  Readers!

      This book, Boudreaux’s Lady comes a bit out of chronological sequence from the rest of the League books you may have read so far. This book takes place a few years into the future where the main League of Rogues characters are all happily married and producing adorable future rogues and rebellious ladies.

      How did this book come about?

      My story ideas can come from the strangest and most wonderful of places sometimes. The idea for Boudreaux’s Lady came from a unique opportunity. I met author Kristen Proby online after reading her contemporary set romance series about her family the Boudreaux’s which is set in New Orleans. In that first book you learn that the Boudreaux family has been in New Orleans for a couple of hundred years and they own a lovely plantation house and there’s a great family of brothers and sisters who all have their own love stories within the Boudreaux series.

      As I read that first story Easy Love, I fell in love  with the Boudreaux family and when I learned Kristen was opening up her Boudreaux world for other authors to write in, I came up with the idea of writing the Boudreaux family’s origin story. I pitched the idea to Kristen who absolutely loved it!

      When I considered what sort of characters would give up their lives in England and move to America in the early 1800s I was inspired to write a gothic- mystery.

      The opening scene in the prologue, where a pair of twins were born and the lord of the manor threatens to cast one of the children into the flames is actually based on a true story in England.

      Only, in the true story, things were far more gruesome. The lord in reality, tossed one of the babies into the flames since he wanted only one heir to his lands and didn’t want to have the problem of twins. But the death of the child haunted him to the point of madness. One night while he rode down the dark road to his home, he was tormented by the sounds of a wailing child and glimpsed a baby in flames which appeared before him on the road. His horse reared back at the same moment he had a heart attack and he fell off his horse and perished on the road, only to be found the next morning, dead and cold.

      The true story haunted me so much that it provided the seed from which this story grew. So, dear reader, turn the page and enjoy this gothic-mystery set in my beloved League of Rogues universe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          ENGLAND, OCTOBER 1806

        

      

    

    
      The shrieking wind against the windowpanes nearly matched the wails of the young woman in bed. Her body seized with agony, and she cried out as a midwife pressed two hands against her swollen belly.

      “Push a bit harder, my lady.” Lucy, the midwife urged.

      The woman in the bed sank back against the pillows. “I can’t.”

      “You can, Albina. You can.” Lucy knew she ought not to be so familiar with the woman, but she’d brought Albina into the world and now she would bring forth Albina’s child. Lucy pressed again on Albina’s belly, feeling the child shift at last into a better position.

      “Push, my lady. Push once more!” Lucy encouraged.

      Albina dug her fingers into the sheets. Sweat covered her pale face as she squeezed her expression into a snarl before she relaxed.

      Lucy peered between her spread legs. “I see it crowning, my dear. You’re so very close. Another few pushes now.”

      A look came over Albina’s face, one of such determination that Lucy was momentarily taken aback.

      Albina pushed, her teeth clenched, and Lucy rushed to catch the child emerging from the womb with a white cloth. The babe was quiet. Too quiet. His face a frightening shade of blue. Lucy smacked the baby’s bottom, laid it flat on the bed, and pressed on it’s tiny chest in a rhythm to stimulate its heart. She even parted it’s little lips and tried to clear it’s airway, but to no avail.

      “It’s a little boy,” Lucy sniffled. “But…I don’t think the wee one made it.” She started to set the baby on the bed but gasped as Albina bent almost double, pushing again.

      “Another?” Lucy hastened to prepare a fresh swaddling cloth as Albina pushed again. Soon, a smaller child emerged, mewling and fiery tempered, fighting like a warrior to stay alive. This babe’s cries were strong and healthy.

      “Is he all right?” Albina asked, looking at the baby.

      “She is very healthy.” Indeed, the baby girl was screaming mightily.

      Albina reached for the quiet bundle on the bed beside her. “And the boy?”

      Lucy’s eyes burned as she shook her head. She offered the dead child up to Albina.

      “Give him a name. A strong, proud name, my dear. One full of love and he will take it with him to the heavens.”

      Albina held the baby to her chest, tears streaming down her cheeks as she stroked the baby’s cold face and touched his small fingers. So perfect yet gone already from this life.

      “Andrew. You are my darling Andrew.” She kissed the child’s forehead and then allowed Lucy to set him in a prepared bassinet until he could be buried.

      “And this one?” She pushed the little girl, still crying, into her mother’s arms. “Name her too.”

      Albina gazed down at the girl, such love and sorrow in her face that Lucy’s heart broke.

      “Philippa. My little Philippa.” Albina’s head fell back against the pillows. “Oh Lucy, I’m so very tired. Take care of them both, please.” Albina held the baby out and Lucy took Philippa before Albina’s arms dropped to the bed. Sweat dewed on the new mother’s forehead and her pale skin gave Lucy much to worry about. Many delicate women didn’t survive childbirth, and Albina’s birth had been doubly difficult.

      Lucy jumped at the sound of the bed chamber door crashing open. Lit by firelight, Cornelius Selkirk, the Earl of Monmouth, stared at her and the baby.

      “Well? How is my son?” he demanded, casting only the briefest glance at his ailing wife.

      Lucy nodded toward the quiet bassinet. “Gone, my lord.”

      “Gone?” His hard stare shifted between the bassinet and the squirming baby in Lucy’s arms. “There were two? What about that one?” He pointed at Philippa, who had stopped crying and had gone very still at the sound of the angry male voice in the room.

      “My lord, this is your daughter, Philippa.” Lucy did not offer the baby to him. She knew better. Monmouth had a temper the likes of which she’d never seen in a man.

      “Damnation! What use has a man for a daughter? I needed a son!” He turned to Albina, who was now white as alabaster.

      “I’m sorry, my lord. Your son never drew breath.” Lucy attempted to keep his rage away from Albina.

      Monmouth pointed an accusing finger at Philippa, nestled safely in Lucy’s arms. “Yet that little brat lives?”

      “She does. A brave and healthy baby. You should be proud of her.”

      Monmouth’s face took on a frightening reddish hue. “Proud to have another useless female here under my roof?” He spun to Albina again. “By God, woman, you have failed in your only duty. I will not stand for it. I won’t!”

      When his wife made no reply, he rushed at the bed, shaking her shoulders violently. But Albina lay still, her eyes glassy and unseeing. A pool of blood between her thighs was still spreading slowly, thickly. She’d bled out.

      Lucy’s heart fractured in her chest. Albina was gone. But perhaps it was a kindness in its own horrid way. The brutish Lord Monmouth had never deserved her, nor did he deserve the child she still held in her arms. Though at least it could be said that when he realized what had happened to her, some emotion other than rage passed through him, if only for a moment.

      “Dead… My wife and son both dead.” He stared in cold fury at little Philippa. “And that creature is to blame.” His gaze moved to the fire blazing in the hearth, then around the dark room. Lucy could see a flurry of murderous thoughts passing across his face in rapid succession.

      When he turned to face her, her heart stuttered in fear at what he might do.

      “The miller in the village. You delivered a son to him, did you not?” Monmouth demanded.

      “Yes, two days ago.” That birthing had been easy. A stout lad had been born to the miller, Mr. Wilson and his wife, Beth, with no complications. Beth was healthy and hearty like her child.

      “You will take a message to them, tonight. I will pay ten thousand pounds for their son. And you will give them that brat in exchange.”

      “But, my lord, she’s your daughter⁠—”

      “Do it, or I swear I will throw that child into the fire.” Monmouth loomed over her with such dark menace in his face that Lucy did not doubt he would carry out the gruesome threat.

      “What are you waiting for?” he hissed.

      Still clutching the girl in her arms, Lucy fled the room. In a few minutes, she was in Monmouth’s coach being escorted to the miller’s cottage two miles away. The night was a bitter cold, with deadly drafts and vicious chills that would steal many a life before dawn. Thankfully the storm which had raged half an hour before had gone, leaving a cloudless night sky by the time they reached the miller’s home.

      “Thank you, Joseph,” Lucy told the driver. “Please wait for me.” She knocked hard on the miller’s door. After a few moments, a weary young man answered.

      “Yes?” Wilson asked. He recognized Lucy, and his eyes widened at the sight of the Monmouth Crest painted on the black coach doors behind her in full view beneath the moonlight.

      “May I please come inside, Mr. Wilson?” Lucy asked.

      “Yes, of course.” Wilson stepped back and let her pass through into the house. Philippa, who had been tucked securely under her cloak, now made a mewling sound and Wilson jolted.

      “You have a baby?” He peered down at Philippa.

      “Yes,” Lucy said quietly.

      Beth came down from the tiny set of stairs that led to the second floor of the cottage.

      “Beth, you should return to bed.” Lucy chastised gently.

      “I’m all right, Lucy.” Beth smiled and pulled her dress gown closed as she joined her husband.

      “What’s all this about now?” Wilson asked.

      She tried to calm herself. Her hands couldn’t seem to stop shaking. All she could see was the look on the earl’s face as he threatened to cast Philippa into the fire. “I’ve come here on a mission of great urgency. The countess of Monmouth died giving birth to twins tonight. The first, the son, was stillborn. The second.” She swayed Philippa in her arms. “Survived but is a girl. The earl knows you have given birth to a son. He has an offer for you. It’s one I beg you to consider for the sake of the child in my arms.”

      “What sort of offer?” Wilson and his wife exchanged worried glances.

      “Ten thousand pounds if you give him your son to raise as his own.”

      “What? No!” Wilson shook his head.

      “Wait!” Lucy caught his arm. “Please, listen. He will murder this young babe. But if he had a boy to raise, one to replace the child he lost, she will be spared. Think, please. Your son could be raised in a fine house, become an earl, never go hungry or cold a day in his life. And in return, you would have this child to raise as your own and a small fortune to live on. You could start a new life in London, have anything you could desire.” She peeled the blanket back from Philippa’s face. “She is such a beauty. The daughter of an earl, the granddaughter of a duke.”

      Wilson and Beth stared down at Philippa, both silent.

      “I don’t want to give my baby away. He’s my little Roddy,” Beth murmured.

      “What if his lordship let you be his wet nurse?” Lucy hoped she could convince the earl of that at least, given that the child would need a source of milk.

      “I…” Beth looked Philippa again. “He would truly kill her? This sweet thing?” She held out her arms, a mother’s instinct too hard to fight. Lucy passed her the baby.

      “He would.”

      “How would we know our boy would be safe with him?” Wilson asked.

      “I worked at the house for years. Monmouth would dote upon a son, but he sees no value in a daughter, only a burden. She’s in grave danger.”

      “Oh look, Mason. She’s hungry.” Beth had let Philippa suckle the tip of her index finger and Philippa was clamping on desperately, her little rosebud mouth searching for milk.

      “Beth…” Wilson looked torn at the situation he’d been placed in. “He’s our boy.”

      Beth sniffled. “I know but think of what a grand life he could have. Wouldn’t he Lucy?”

      “Yes, a grand life indeed.”

      “We aren’t to be bought, not even by a man like Monmouth,” Mason said quietly. “He can’t simply bully us into giving up our child.”

      “Mason, we can’t let him kill this child.” Beth held Philippa protectively now.

      Wilson sighed, his shoulders drooping. “Fine. We accept, but Beth has to nurse Roddy and we must be allowed to see the boy once a year.”

      That, Lucy knew, would be a hard bargain. But she would find a way, for Philippa’s sake.

      “Bring me the boy and I shall take him back to the house to his Lordship.”

      Wilson climbed the stairs and returned carrying a small squirming bundle. The man held his son for a long moment, and Beth leaned down to kiss the boy’s forehead.

      “We love you, Roddy. That will never change. Please forgive us for what we have done, but you will be safe and cared for.” Beth stroked his cheeks, squared her shoulders, and tightened her hold on little Philippa.

      “Thank you, Mr. Wilson. Beth, you saved a precious life tonight. For that you will be repaid.”

      Lucy exited the cottage and carried the bundled baby boy into the waiting coach. She looked back only once, seeing the face of the miller and his wife standing in the doorway with their new daughter.

      Two lives torn from their rightful places in life, but perhaps it would indeed work out best for both of them. Lucy would do what she could to ensure that was the case.
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          LONDON, OCTOBER 1826 - TWENTY YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “He doesn’t look a thing like me,” the Duke of St. Albans grumbled.

      Beauregard Boudreaux eyed the older man standing beside him at the back of the crowded ballroom.

      “Who, Your Grace?” Beau asked.

      “Roderick, my grandson.” St. Albans pointed at a blond-haired young man who was dancing with a pretty girl. Beau glanced between the two men, searching for even a hint of resemblance. Roderick had a kind face and bright brown eyes but lacked any resemblance to the Duke. St. Albans, although he was of five and sixty years, was still a fit man with dark brown hair and the clearest gray eyes Beau had ever seen.

      “Perhaps he favors the father’s family?” Beau studied the young man again as he spun his pretty partner around.

      “The Earl of Monmouth? No, he has a coloring similar to mine.” St. Albans crossed his arms over his chest, a strange expression deepening the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. “My child, his wife, was not fair of color either. She favored me.”

      “He seems to be a good lad, Your Grace.”

      “Oh, yes. He is a delightful boy. He has a good head on his shoulders, but I wish…” St. Albans didn’t continue his thought. Instead, he turned to leave the ballroom, a look of regret clinging to him so openly that Beau felt compelled to pursue him.

      St. Albans had practically raised Beau. As a young boy, Beau had lost his father in France, and he and his mother had returned to her family’s home in England, a small manor house neighboring the St. Albans estate. When he was sixteen, he’d started scaling the short cobblestone walls between the two estates and wandered into St. Albans’ gardens then down by the lake, where he first met the duke.

      Now, at the age of six and thirty, he felt the duke was a friend, as well as a surrogate father. Seeing the duke distressed by the past left Beau unsettled as well.

      St. Albans walked down the picture gallery of his home, away from his ballroom, and paused before a row of paintings. A servant at the opposite end of the hall trailed behind Beau and St. Albans, lighting the lamps around them before discreetly retreating.

      Beau put a hand on St. Alban’s shoulder. “Your Grace? Are you all right?” The older man glanced at him with a sad smile on his face.

      “I’m sorry, my boy. I’m not fit company tonight. I never should have hosted this bloody ball. I thought it might distract me.” The wrinkles around his eyes and mouth deepened as he stared up at the portraits around him.

      “Distract you?” Beau wasn’t sure he was following his friend’s words.

      “Yes.” St. Albans twisted his family’s signet ring around on his little finger as he stared up at a portrait tucked in the corner of the gallery.

      “It is the anniversary, you see, of my sweet Albina’s death. Her mother, God rest her, died when Albina was only six years old, and Albina became my whole world. Then I lost her too.”

      “Albina died twenty years ago?” Beau must have met St. Albans just a year after the duke had lost his only child.

      “Perhaps that’s why my heart aches when I look at Roderick. It’s not so much me that I wish to see in him, but her.” He pointed a trembling hand to the painting in the corner.

      Beau’s breath caught at the figure painted in the oils. The most beautiful woman he’d ever seen sat on a settee, a book resting in her lap and her chin resting in her hand as she leaned against the arm of the settee. Her pale skin seemed to glow like alabaster beneath the moonlight. Dark brows arched above a pair of mischievous startling gray eyes and a sensual mouth made for kisses and witty remarks. The watered silk of her gown had been painted with such perfection that Beau thought, perhaps half madly, that he could reach out and touch the silk, not merely a painted canvas.

      “Lovely, wasn’t she?” St. Albans said.

      “Beyond lovely,” Beau agreed. As one of London’s desirable bachelors, he’d had the best mistresses a man could have, but all paled in comparison to this vision. Her exquisite face would have made Helen of Troy weep with envy.

      “You would have liked her, Beau.” St. Albans grinned, even though his eyes were still deeply shadowed with sorrow.

      “I imagine I would have, Your Grace.”

      “She was clever and amusing. So full of heart. And that devil Monmouth stole her away to Gretna Green. She thought she loved him but learned too late he only wanted her for her looks and her breeding. She was not some bloody beast at Tattersall’s. She was my child.”

      Beau sensed his old friend was battling with painful demons of the past and had no idea how to help.

      “He didn’t keep you from seeing your grandson, did he?”

      St. Albans shook his head. “He lets me see the boy, but I thought even after all these years, I would see some small bit of her in him, but I don’t. I’m getting old, Beau, and at this time in a man’s life, he wants to see some part of himself live on. I fear I won’t have that.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace. Why don’t we go back to the ball?”

      “You go on, my boy. It’s time you danced with a few young ladies, is it not?”

      Beau didn’t want to tell him that he had no desire to dance with any of the young debutantes tonight. To see the dewy hope in their eyes and their proud mothers looking on, hoping to snare him in a Parson’s mousetrap. No, he certainly didn’t want that. It was nothing more than a painfully artificial and insincere charade which would wound innocent girls when they came to the rude awakening that he would never wed them. But he couldn’t tell St. Alban’s that. He knew full well that the duke wished for him to settle down and marry.

      “If you are to retire for the night, I shall as well.”

      St. Albans seemed to shrug off his bad spirits somewhat and turned to Beau. “Off to see your mistress?”

      “Perhaps,” Beau hedged.

      “What’s this one’s name?” St. Albans asked, slight disapproval in his tone.

      “Daniela.”

      “Daniela? Is she an opera singer? A dancer?”

      “This one is an opera singer. She was the toast of Italy last year.”

      St. Albans straightened his shoulders. “Very well. I will come back down to the ball, but you will dance. You understand? Five dances.”

      “Two,” Beau countered.

      “Three, or I’ll find you a bride tonight.” The duke warned. Beau knew that particular threat was actually well within St. Albans’s power.

      “Three then, Your Grace,” he conceded.

      St. Albans clapped a hand on Beau’s shoulder. “Come now. You know it amuses me to see all those ladies fall at your feet. You’re far too handsome not to make at least a few little women swoon tonight.”

      With a beleaguered sigh, Beau followed St. Albans back to the ballroom, but he couldn’t seem to forget the woman from the portrait. Her amused smile was as though the painter had caught her in a moment of secret delight at some joke. She looked like a woman who lived to love.

      But love was a fool’s game, one for young men with bouquets of flowers and young ladies who knew not what life held in store for them. Beau decided long ago he would not lose a woman to death. So, he lived in a bachelor’s residence and kept a mistress content in a little suite of rooms. He would do that for as long as any man could, but he would never fall in love. He never wanted to endure the pain that so clearly haunted St. Albans, nor did he ever wish to inflict that pain on a wife if he were to die as his father had and leave her alone.

      Beau spotted a friend, Ashton Lennox, and his Scottish wife, Rosalind, in the ballroom. Perhaps he could steal Rosalind for one of his required dances.

      Ashton nodded to him in greeting. Beau took a step in their direction, but nearly trampled upon a plump woman who’d materialized in front of them. She wore colorful turban festooned with a tall ostrich feather and waved an even more feathered fan in front of her face. St. Albans stood at Beau’s elbow, effectively cornering him so he could not get around the woman.

      St. Albans cleared his throat. “Beauregard, may I present Mrs. Hamlin? Mrs. Hamlin, this is Beauregard Boudreaux. His father was a French Marquis.”

      “French aristocracy? Oh bonjour, Mr. Boudreaux.” She curtsied, her head lowered, allowing the long ostrich feather on top to caress the front of Beau’s bottle green waistcoat.

      “Bonsoir, madame,” he corrected gently. The woman blushed and waved over her shoulder at a timid little creature.

      “Priscilla, come here and meet Mr. Boudreaux.” She waved frantically for the young woman to join them.

      Beau kept his patience even though he wanted nothing more than to run for his life. He had been through many such introductions and they always reminded him why he hated such affairs.

      “This is Mr. Boudreaux.” Mrs. Hamlin presented her daughter to Beau. She had to be barely eighteen, fresh faced, attractive, and a little shy. The pale pink muslin gown she wore was fetching and enhanced the blush in the girl’s cheeks.

      “A pleasure.” He bowed respectably over Priscilla’s trembling hand. “I trust your card is open for the next dance?”

      The girl somehow managed a frightened nod.

      “Good. Shall we?” He led her away to the dance floor but gave a parting look at St. Albans which promised retribution. The duke merely smiled.

      Once Beau was out in the center of the dance floor, he began speaking to his nervous partner.

      “Miss Hamlin, now is the time where couples engage in conversation. Would you care to converse?”

      “I… Yes,” she replied.

      “Excellent, shall we discuss the weather? Or perhaps something more interesting?” Beau winked at the girl as they passed by one another in the dance.

      Priscilla blushed, but when she came back around to him, she was smiling and engaged in the moment.

      “Something interesting?” she asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, how about this. Tell me which of these young bucks would you like to notice you? We can manage to catch their eye if you’re game, my dear.” He would do the girl a favor. She was sweet after all and clearly quite frightened of a seasoned rake like him.

      “Which buck that I…? Oh heavens.” She bit her lip and then shot a glance at the young golden haired viscount, Rodrick Selkirk, St. Albans’s amiable grandson. The young man was dancing a few couples away. It was only a matter of time in the dance before he and Selkirk would switch partners briefly.

      “Very well. Watch and learn, Miss Hamlin.”

      “Cilla, please.” The girl said shyly.

      “Not Prissy?” he teased.

      Her brown eyes flashed. “Certainly not. I already despise my name and that nickname is no better.”

      “Well then, Cilla. We shall begin. Tell me what things you enjoy when not dancing with rakehells that would make your mother reach for her smelling salts?”

      Cilla laughed in delight at his teasing. “Riding, certainly. I enjoy steeple chase and my gelding is one of the best jumpers in London.”

      “Indeed? I would most enjoy watching you put gentleman to shame in that regard. Far too many men think they know how to clear a hedge.” He twirled with her and their hands intertwined as they spun next to the other partners of the dance.

      “I assume you read, embroider cushions, sing, all of that as well?”

      At this Cilla shook her head. “I do enjoy reading but haven’t the time or patience for the others.”

      Her honesty delighted Beau. Most women wouldn’t dare admit not being a master of those feminine talents.

      “My father lets me go shooting when we have small house parties.”

      “Are you a crack shot?” Beau teased but the girl nodded in excitement.

      “I am indeed!”

      “My dear Miss Hamlin, you’ve certainly intrigued me. Watch this, child.” He switched places with Selkirk, dancing a moment with the other young lady before he and Selkirk circled one another.

      “Damned if I’m not a lucky man. Miss Hamlin is a most delightful partner.” The other man shot a glance to Priscilla who looked boldly but briefly at Selkirk, then glanced away, her face still in full bloom of a blush.

      “She is pretty,” Selkirk mused, somewhat distracted by Miss Hamlin now.

      “Not just pretty, the girl is quite unique, not some frivolous bit of muslin you see. She’s an excellent rider, a steeple chase expert if you can believe it, and her father takes her hunting. A crack shot, he says. Wouldn’t it be rather the thing to have a wife who could actually entertain a man and join him in his pursuits?”

      Selkirk’s eyes were bright. “Indeed, it would! I hadn’t thought a woman might enjoy vigorous riding or hunting parties. What a novel thing.” The young man was staring now at Cilla with an intensity that made Beau chuckle inside.

      “A smart man would snap her up before someone else does,” Beau confided before he rejoined Miss Hamlin to finish the dance.

      “There. He’s watching,” Beau informed his partner. “Now, smile at me as though you’ve just conquered my heart.”

      Miss Hamlin raised her chin and flashed a surprisingly bright smile at him. When the dance ended, Selkirk bowed to his partner respectfully before coming straight to Miss Hamlin.

      “May I beg an introduction?” he asked.

      Beau nodded. “Of course. Lord Selkirk, this is Miss Priscilla Hamlin.”

      “Charmed.” Selkirk’s open, honest face hid nothing as he looked at Priscilla eagerly. “Do you have any dances free?”

      “I do, Lord Selkirk.”

      And just like that, Beau slipped away, smiling smugly to himself. He had only to endure two more to appease his friend, but he intended to be so clever about it that no woman would walk away tonight with any designs upon him involving marriage. No hearts would be broken if he could help it.

      A liaison was another matter, however. He grinned at a couple of lusty young widows watching him from the edge of the dance floor. Perhaps tonight held more promise than he thought.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas Winthrop, seventh Duke of St. Albans, watched his young protégé, Beauregard Boudreaux drift effortlessly across the dance floor. The lad’s whiskey colored eyes and dark hair along with his handsome features had made him the highlight of many a young lady’s night, yet it was clear none were winning his heart.

      “My dear boy…” St. Albans breathed out as an aside. “Marriage is what you need, marriage to a good woman.” But that was easier said than done. He knew only too well that Beau intended to never marry. The lad had grown quite terrified of the idea. That was not altogether unsurprising given how he’d lost his father and his mother had to abandon their home and life in France to come to England. The poor woman had never remarried, and the boy had grown up with few friends. Yet, somehow, the boy had found himself at Thomas’s door.

      Thomas had been bound up in his own grief at the time, having so recently lost his only daughter. He’d wanted the boy to leave him alone, but Beau wouldn’t. He kept hopping over the wall between their two estates, finding Thomas and pestering him with questions, or sometimes simply sitting beside him near the lake. Despite Thomas’s desire to be left alone, an unlikely friendship had formed, and Beau had become like a son to Thomas. Now all Thomas wished for was to see the boy happily married, settled down and creating a house full of surrogate grandchildren who could come and visit Thomas every day.

      Mrs. Hamlin sidled up beside Thomas. “I’ve been speaking to some of your guests, Your Grace. Is it true what they say about Mr. Boudreaux?”

      “Is what true, Madame?”

      “That he’s a master seducer. A rake of the worst kind who has bedded half of the most talented singers in Europe?”

      Thomas thought about his answer a long moment and then smiled. “Yes, it’s quite true.”

      Mrs. Hamlin gasped in terror. “Good heavens! And he’s dancing with my child!”

      “Be at ease, Mrs. Hamlin. Look, I believe he has, in fact, rendered aid to your darling child.”

      “Aid?” Mrs. Hamlin’s feather on her turban quivered as she studied the ballroom with a critical eye.

      “Is that your grandson speaking to my Prissy?”

      “Quite so… Quite so.”

      Clever boy, Thomas thought. Somehow during the dance, Beau had transferred young Roddy’s attention from his own partner to that of Miss Hamlin. Consequently, it gave Beau the chance to escape the moment the dance ended. Beau gave Thomas a self-satisfied look, but Thomas held up a pair of fingers and mouthed, “Two more.”

      Beau rolled his eyes and captured the hand of the nearest wallflower. Of course. Wallflowers and rakes never mixed well. She would be terrified of someone like Beau: a tall, confident man in his prime, not some silly young boy still learning how to dance.

      When the two remaining dances were done, Beau caught Thomas’s eye across the room and gave a little bow.

      “Cheeky devil.” Thomas muttered, but couldn’t resist chuckling. “I’ll find a way to see you good and settled this year, mark my words. It’s well past time you took a wife.”

      The question was, how would he find the lucky woman that would be Beau Boudreaux’s perfect match?
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      Philippa Wilson smoothed out the fresh linens of the large four poster bed and sighed. There was nothing more dreadful than tedious work. And given that Philippa, at only twenty years old, was trapped in the dull, monotonous position of an upstairs maid, life at that moment seemed quite unbearable.

      “Hurry up, Pippa,” Ruth, her friend and fellow maid, whispered as she ran a duster over the fireplace mantle.

      Philippa stared at a stack of books on the bedside table. If she could just get a peek at them…surely her master and lady wouldn’t mind.

      “Just want one look, Ruth. Hold on a moment.” She reached for the nearest tome, but Ruth rushed over and blocked her way, holding out her arms to prevent Philippa from touching the table.

      “You mustn’t. We aren’t to put on airs.”

      “Airs? It’s a book. I’m not dressing in their clothes or using their silverware!” Philippa argued.

      “That’s not how they’d see it.” Ruth’s exasperated groan embarrassed Philippa. All of her life she’d yearned for something more. More knowledge, more experiences, more passion for life. The life of a servant was suffocating. Yet it was the position she’d been born and raised into. Her parents owned a small textile shop on Bond Street; it had its good and bad years, but never quite good enough. So, at eighteen, she’d taken a position as a maid at Lord Lennox’s house. The handsome baron and his wife were a wonderful family to work for. But still, after just two years, Philippa felt strangled by living a life in service.

      “Come on, Pippa. We have other rooms to finish before dinner.”

      Philippa’s shoulders dropped as she followed Ruth out of the bedchamber. This was not at all how she wanted to spend her day. Ruth walked briskly down the hall, carrying a bundle of used linens. Philippa lingered in the upstairs corridor as she often did, pretending for a brief moment she was a fine lady, waiting for adventure to knock upon her door. She closed her eyes, smiling as she imagined a dashing stranger coming to the door to whisk her away.

      The sound of a knocker rapping on the door jerked her out of her daydream and made her duck halfway out of sight.

      The butler, Mr. Beaton, answered the door. “May I help you, sir?”

      “Lord Monmouth to see Lord Lennox,” the man said. “I have an appointment.” There was something about his gravelly voice that sent a shiver of revulsion through her. Her heart began to race with a primal fear she couldn’t explain.

      “Please, step inside, my lord. I will speak to his lordship.”

      “Thank you.” The man who introduced himself as Lord Monmouth entered and the door was shut behind him. He was tall, perhaps in his early fifties, and might have been attractive once, but his face was so harsh that his good looks had withered over time. For some odd reason, Philippa couldn’t stop staring at him. She’d never seen him before, of that she was certain, yet something about him drew her out from the corner of the upstairs wall and into the open corridor at the top of the staircase. The man removed his hat and looked around, his grim expression darkening his countenance further. He wore a superfine black coat and a silver waistcoat of expensive silk.

      Lord Monmouth. She knew the title. He was an Earl. She wasn’t surprised to see him here. Lord Lennox gave the best business advice in London, and even dukes came to the baron for help. No doubt this man had come for the same reason.

      Philippa crept closer, pausing at the top of the stairs and rested one hand on the bannister. As if suddenly aware he was being watched, the man’s gaze turned up the stairs and fixed on her. Her breath caught as his eyes widened to the size of Lady Lennox’s fine blue and white patterned China saucers.

      The man gasped, his face pale. “No, you can’t be… Not here. It’s not possible.”

      Suddenly he was rushing up the stairs. Philippa froze, her feet rooted in place as he bore down on her. Fear spiked inside her, making breathing impossible.

      Lord Monmouth grasped her by the neck. Philippa tried to scream, but the sound was strangled into a gasp. He shoved her against the nearest wall, his large hand squeezing painfully.

      “You can’t be here!” He hissed, his eyes wild and lips curled in a vicious snarl.

      Philippa clawed at his wrist, digging her nails into him as she sucked at air like a fish out of water. But it was no use… Shadows gathered at the edge of her vision, like grim reapers waiting to claim her soul in some terrible nightmare. A long few seconds passed before her hands were too heavy to lift. They dropped to her sides as everything faded into nothing.

      A distant shout, heard as though from beneath a deep lake, reached her ears before she was dropped to the ground.

      When her vision returned, she saw Lord Lennox dragging a raging Monmouth to his feet. They were arguing, but she couldn’t make out the words over a persistent and painful ringing in her ears. Then Monmouth shoved Lennox hard and fled down the stairs out of sight. Philippa closed her eyes again, and only opened them when she heard someone calling her name. Lord Lennox rushed back to her.

      He shouted for his wife and the butler before he knelt in front of her. “Pippa, are you all right?” He brushed her hair aside and when she still couldn’t move or speak, he picked her up and carried her to the drawing room at the other end of the corridor, setting her down on the settee.

      Lord Lennox’s bright blue eyes searched her face. “Pippa, what happened? Why was Lord Monmouth hurting you?”

      Lord Lennox’s wife, Rosalind, appeared in the doorway with Mr. Beaton right behind her. “Ash? What happened?” The dark-haired lady of the house rushed to Ashton’s side and gasped when she saw Philippa’s condition.

      “Dear Lord! Pippa, are you all right?”

      Philippa wanted to die of shame. She’d caused an uproar in her master’s house and would surely be cast out without a reference. She rubbed at her throat.

      “Give her a minute, Rosalind. Lord Monmouth nearly killed the poor girl.” Ashton gently raised her chin with his fingers and examined her neck. His lips pursed and he addressed Mr. Beaton. “Beaton, fetch the doctor. Her injuries could be serious.”

      She rubbed her throat. Tears burned her eyes as she tried to speak. “I swear, my lord… I did nothing… Lord Monmouth… said I can’t be here.” Did he think she shouldn’t have been standing so visibly when most servants were trained to remain out of sight? But no one flew into a violent rage over that. Yet what else could he have meant?

      Rosalind knelt beside her husband and patted Philippa’s knee. “It’s all right.”

      “My lady, I’m terribly sorry…” Philippa blinked away tears as they dropped down onto her cheeks.

      “Do not apologize,” Ashton said in a gentle but firm tone. “I don’t allow guests to come into my home and attack my staff. Lord Monmouth is solely to blame for this.”

      “What did he say to you?” Rosalind asked. “What were his exact words?”

      Philippa briefly closed her eyes to replay the awful moment.

      “He said… No… You can’t be here. Not possible…I fear it’s all a bit muddled now.”

      Rosalind tilted her head. “Such an odd thing to say. You don’t know Lord Monmouth, do you?”

      Philippa shook her head, but winced as fresh pain jolted the tender muscles of her neck and throat.

      “Just rest for now,” Lord Lennox said. “The doctor will be here soon.” He stepped outside while Rosalind helped Philippa remove the white cap from her hair and unbutton the top buttons on her gown to help the doctor have access to her neck.

      “Please don’t send me away, my lady,” Philippa croaked.

      Rosalind raised a brow, and with her next words, her Scottish accent was thick with worry. “Hush now. Don’t speak such nonsense. You are a valued member of this household and I don’t care what reason or excuse Lord Monmouth gives, he cannot lay a hand on anyone like that. It is his fault, not yours.”

      Philippa wanted to hug Rosalind, but there were invisible lines between a maid and her mistress.

      “Does it hurt much?” Rosalind asked.

      “Yes,” Philippa whispered. “I believe he wanted to kill me, but I have no idea why.”

      “Ash will find out. He won’t let Monmouth get away without answering for this, his title be damned.”

      Lord Lennox cleared his throat in the doorway. “Dr. Montgomery is here, Pippa.”

      A young doctor who couldn’t have been more than thirty entered the room. The man smiled warmly at Philippa and his handsome face brightened as he took her in. Philippa blushed in mortification. She knew the effect she often had on men. It had been one of the hardest things about finding employment in a decent house. Many ladies in London would not hire a girl who was too pretty, let alone one with “beauty unparalleled” as one matron had said to her. She remembered how the woman had reached for the small brass bell on the table beside her and rang it.

      “It’s nothing personal my dear, but I can’t have my nephew see you. He’s all set to marry an earl’s daughter. One look at you could destroy my carefully laid plans.”

      That hadn’t been the first or last house that had turned her down for employment. For similar reasons, she didn’t dare apply for positions at bachelors’ residences, where there would be no protection from the advances of an employer. She’d been fortunate to find a home like Lennox House where her master was so clearly in love with his wife that he had no interest in other ladies.

      “Would you like me to stay with you, Pippa?” Rosalind asked as the doctor sat on the settee beside her.

      “Yes, please.” She was grateful for Rosalind’s presence. Not that she didn’t trust the doctor, she simply felt more secure not being alone. The doctor examined her throat. His hands were warm as he pressed various places on her neck and asked where it hurt. She nodded each time a spark of pain flared up.

      “Well, it seems you have some damage to your throat. It will be sore for a while, I imagine.” He looked at her face. “Your eyes will be red for a few days; strangulation has that unfortunate effect. You may have trouble swallowing or speaking for long periods of time. Drink lots of warm broth and hot tea. Nothing bitter. Sweeten your tea with honey.”

      “Thank you, doctor.” She reached up to button her gown.

      The doctor gave a gentle smile. “If you have need of my services, Miss Wilson, you have but to send for me.” His earnest look created a twinge of guilt inside her. He was neither the first nor the last man to make such an offer, but unlike with many men, she sensed that he meant it kindly and was genuinely interested in her.

      I could marry a man like him if I wanted. But she wanted more in life than to be a man’s wife. Not a rich husband or a fine house, no. She wanted passion and adventure—two things women in any social class could never have. Why couldn’t women have more in life to look forward to?

      “Thank you, doctor. Mr. Beaton will see you out.” Rosalind saw him to the door and returned to Philippa, concern still filling in her eyes. “Why don’t we get you some tea and send you to bed early?”

      “I’m so sorry, my lady. I’m still able to work, I promise you,” she rasped as she rose from the settee and followed her mistress into the hall.

      “You need not worry about that for now.” Rosalind patted her arm gently.

      Ruth was waiting for her outside the drawing room. She curtsied to her mistress.

      “Ah, Ruth,” said Rosalind. “Have some tea with honey taken up to your and Pippa’s room. She’s to drink the tea and go to bed early. Any work either of you have left undone this evening can be finished tomorrow.”

      “Yes, Mistress.” Ruth slipped her arm through Pippa’s and they headed for the servants’ quarters one floor above.

      The room Philippa and Ruth shared was small and cozy, with two slender beds on opposing walls. Bright red wool blankets covered their feather tick mattresses. Ruth had a knack for knitting and embroidery which left the room feeling warmer and more welcoming than an average servant’s chamber.

      Philippa’s side of the room had articles from the Morning Post tacked to the walls detailing various adventures from America or Europe. Lord Lennox always allowed the staff to read the paper each night after he was done with it, and Mr. Beaton had given Philippa permission to cut out the articles she liked and take them to her chamber. They made for a canvas of excitement she liked to re-read each night.

      “I cannot believe that man attacked you. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to help! You’re truly all right?”

      Philippa unbuttoned her dress and changed her nightgown with her friends help. “I simply don’t understand why he did it. I was only standing there.”

      “Gentlemen are queer creatures and dangerous at times. At least his lordship was there to save you.”

      “Indeed.” Philippa didn’t want to think about what would have happened if Lord Lennox hadn’t come into the hall. She might be dead, strangled by a man she’d never met before for no apparent reason.

      “Rest now. I’ll bring tea up in a bit,” Ruth said, her face still strained with worry.

      “Thank you.” Philippa felt quite useless in that moment, a burden upon those around her. She climbed into her bed and pulled her wool blankets over her body.

      When Ruth left, she dug out a small pouch out from under her mattress. It held a slender necklace with a sapphire pendant. It had been a gift from her mother when she turned sixteen. She had no idea how her parents had been able to afford it. She brushed the pad of her thumb over the sapphire before returning it to the velvet pouch and slipping it back under her mattress.

      Tears soaked her pillow as she buried herself in her blankets and tried to shut out the world around her, even if only for just a few hours.
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      Cornelius Selkirk, the Earl of Monmouth, hid in the mews two townhouses away from Lennox’s home. His heart was still racing and blood was still roaring in his ears. Tonight had turned into a disaster. All he’d wanted was to meet with Lennox about some investments. Instead, he’d walked in and seen his doom looking down at him from the top of the stairs.

      That doom came in the form of a twenty-year-old girl in a black servant’s gown. Though her hair had been covered, there had been no mistaking her. She was Albina reborn. He knew the girl was somewhere in England because he’d allowed the child to live, after all, but he’d paid for the miller and his wife’s silence and their move away from his country estate. He’d imagined them in some backwater town continuing their trade, not in London. So, what was the chit doing in London where anyone could see her and realize she looked exactly like Albina? The mere sight of her had almost killed him where he stood. He thought for a moment he was seeing a ghost.

      If someone who remembered his late wife saw the girl there would be no question that she was a Selkirk. His boy Roddy would then be challenged as his heir and Cornelius couldn’t afford that. If he hadn’t acted so foolishly tonight it was possible she might have gone unnoticed, but now he’d drawn attention to her and it put all he’d worked toward at risk.

      He would not let some distant cousin inherit his estate, not after all he’d sacrificed to build it. Remarriage had been out of the question. The doctor had said his blood flow was not strong enough to become aroused and he would likely never have intercourse again. That mattered little to him. His desire for bedding women had died years ago. Yet he hadn’t been concerned. He had Roddy. But seeing the girl tonight…all of his old fears came rushing back. He’d acted mad and realized how reckless it’d been to try to kill the girl inside Lennox’s house. Lennox wouldn’t let this matter be buried and that meant he would do everything possible to discover what made the girl so special.

      Now she would have to die. There was no way around it. She was a liability he couldn’t afford. There was too much at risk.

      Cornelius relaxed when he realized no one was pursuing him. He emerged from the mews and walked to the nearest corner on Half-Moon Street to hail a passing hackney.

      “Where to?” the driver asked.

      “The Clubhouse on Bennett Street.” He settled back inside the coach. The question was how to remove the girl without raising suspicions further. There was one man who could be counted upon to help him, and on a night like this, the Clubhouse was where he would usually find him.

      When the coach stopped on Bennett Street, Cornelius paid the driver and walked up to the conspicuous red door that marked the entrance to the gambling hell. He entered the townhouse where raucous laughter and shouts of excitement echoed throughout. Footmen bustled about the corridor and up the stairs, carrying drinks, messages and money between clients. Cornelius caught the arm of a passing servant.

      “Is Lord Sommers here tonight?”

      “Yes, sir. He’s playing the hazard tables upstairs. First door on the right.” The footmen rushed off and Cornelius headed upstairs.

      Alistair Sommers sat at a hazard table with a buxom woman behind him whispering things in his ear that made the young buck smile. Alistair was only twenty-nine, but the viscount had a reputation that made more seasoned rakes shrink away from him.

      Men like Sommers never went to balls. If they did, they never thought twice about compromising any woman they walked past. But Alistair was far more of a threat than simply ruining the reputations of young women at balls. He belonged to a hellfire club called the Devil’s Own where men there did not simply play at sinful acts, they committed them. Men died under mysterious circumstances thanks to them, but the Bow Street runners were baffled as to how to tie any of the crimes to the club’s members.

      “Lord Sommers,” Cornelius said. He sat down at a vacant seat after an inebriated young man lost a large sum of money at the table and left.

      “Ahh, Monmouth. I’m surprised to see you here,” Alistair didn’t even bother looking at Cornelius. He was focused on the game.

      “I have something that might interest you. For the right price, I hope.”

      “You know I don’t pay for pleasure.” Alistair sounded bored.

      Cornelius tried not to let his temper be riled. “You misunderstand, Lord Sommers. It is I who would pay you. I require a little matter to be dealt with.”

      Alistair glanced away from the game, curious now. “Oh? Nothing trivial, I assume.”

      “I think you will be most interested, but I cannot speak of it here.”

      “Very well. This game has lost its fire for me.” He collected his winnings and brushed the woman away as he stood.

      “There’s a private room at the end of the corridor,” Alistair said. Cornelius followed him to a bedchamber.

      “Now then, what’s the matter?” Alistair asked.

      Cornelius smiled. “A woman. I need her removed. You may do whatever you like with her, but she needs to be disposed of afterwards.”

      Alistair crossed his arms over his chest. “What woman, and why?”

      “She is a threat to my estate, someone who would ruin my son’s inheritance. That’s all I shall say on the matter.”

      “Hardly seems like a challenge. What about this woman would tempt me?”

      “She’s not any woman. She has the face and body of Helen of Troy with lustrous black hair. You know of my deceased wife’s beauty”

      Alistair was far more interested now. “Men still speak of her in reverent whispers even though she’s been dead for twenty years.”

      “This woman is her exact image.” Cornelius felt strangely smug about the girl’s beauty even though he was, at that moment, plotting her murder.

      Alistair’s eyebrow raised. “Any relation?”

      “Are you interested?”

      “If she’s as beautiful as you say, then yes. But why do you wish her dead? Why not have her taken and hidden away somewhere instead? A beautiful woman is a prized asset to most men.”

      “Unfortunately, her very beauty is what condemns her. Even to hide her away might not be enough.”

      Alistair’s brown eyes glinted with malicious understanding. “Then I am even more interested. Where is she?”

      “She’s working at Lord Lennox’s home as upstairs maid.”

      “A maid? And yet she is a threat?”

      “I will not explain further. It is simply something that must be done.”

      “Lennox’s household is tightly knit and loyal. It will be impossible to bribe my way inside to grab the girl.” Alistair stroked his chin and began to pace. “But maids do run errands. Assuming it does not have to be tonight, I will wait for her to leave the house and take her then.”

      “Excellent.” Cornelius relaxed. “Once you have her, send word to me and I will send you one thousand pounds. Half when she is in your possession, the rest when she is dead.”

      “That’s not much for murder,” Alistair mused.

      “After you see her, you will wish to pay me for the time you have with her.”

      Alistair chuckled. “No woman is that lovely. But we have an accord.”

      “Good.” Cornelius exited the room and left the gambling hell. The fewer people who saw him there, the better. In fact, he intended to go straight home and take Roddy with him to the country to keep suspicion off them both in case Lord Sommers was caught with the girl’s body.

      There was a brief moment where he felt a stab of guilt at sentencing his own daughter to death, but when everything was factored in and accounted for, she, like her mother, only stood in the way of what truly mattered.
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