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Chapter One

	Glory Sutton slipped into the Pump Room, blinking in the dimness. She wished she had brought a lantern, for the curtains that were drawn to foil gawpers also kept out the light of the fading day. But she hadn’t realized how late it was when she’d remembered the reticule she’d left behind.

	Or how empty the building would be.

	With the workmen gone, the place was silent, her slippers making the only sound as she walked around the ladders and paint, the culmination of her efforts to bring Queen’s Well back to life. Years ago the spa had been a popular destination for fashionables to enjoy the healthful waters and polite company. It had been in her family for centuries, and Glory took pride in her efforts to preserve that heritage.

	The building was familiar to her now, like a cherished heirloom, but a low noise made her glance about warily. It was just the creaking of old wood, Glory told herself, yet she felt uneasy in a way she had never been before coming to take possession of her inheritance.

	Her welcome had been mixed, for not everyone in the village shared her enthusiasm for Queen’s Well. But that hadn’t been enough to unnerve someone of her practical sensibilities. What she found troubling was the sensation she often had that someone was watching her. She didn’t mention it, for her brother Thad would say her feelings were proof of the enmity of the locals. And Aunt Phillida would only worry—or faint dead away. Neither of them shared Glory’s hopes for the spa and would seize upon any excuse to abandon the once-thriving well she was trying to revive.

	Although Glory kept her concerns to herself, she had slipped a small pistol into her reticule. The precaution would have horrified her aunt and her brother, but Glory’s father had instilled in her the determination to watch out for herself—even in such a seemingly benign locale as the village of Philtwell.

	However, a pistol would do no good, if she did not have it at hand, Glory thought as she turned to scan the deserted room. The shrouded furniture made the place look ghostly, as well as shielding her view, and she had to swallow a cry of surprise as a stray draught caught at a sheet. Finally, she spied a dark object lying on one of the benches that lined the walls. Had she laid it down when inspecting the refurbished pieces? She couldn’t recall. Perhaps a workman had put it there.

	Hurrying forward, Glory reached for the item, relieved to feel the soft material of her reticule and the heft of the weapon inside. But then she heard a noise again and spun round in alarm, for it sounded like the creak of a door.

	Had someone followed her inside? Glory was tempted to call out the question, but held her tongue. Who would enter a darkened business that had been closed for decades? It might be a curious villager or one of the workers returning, but something made Glory shrink into the shadows.

	A glance toward the main entrance showed that it remained firmly shut. But she had come through the rear of the building, using her key. Had she left the door open? She had so much on her mind, so many details to tend to before the reopening, that she might have been careless. If so, the wind may have blown the door shut. Still, Glory slipped the pistol from her reticule and inched behind the sheeted tables, keeping to the perimeter.

	But the private rooms at the rear were even darker, and Glory cursed her own foolishness as she shied away from the shadows. Finally, she saw the door standing open ahead and moved toward it, eager to leave the eerie atmosphere of the building. Hurrying over the threshold, Glory released a sigh of relief, only to catch her breath again as a shape loomed up in front of her.

	Jerking backward in alarm, Glory lifted her weapon with a shaking hand and called out in an even shakier voice, “Stop, or I’ll shoot.”

	“Excuse me?”

	The low drawl wasn’t what Glory had expected, but she was not about to lower her guard. “Stand right there. Don’t move,” she said, inching away from the presence. Although it was lighter outside, great sycamores shrouded the Pump Room’s exterior, and she could see little except a dark form, large and menacing.

	“Do you know who I am?” it asked.

	Although definitely male, the figure was too tall to be Dr. Tibold. The physician had made himself a nuisance with his insistence that the well waters be given freely to all—so that he could more easily line his own pockets.

	“No,” Glory said, even as she wondered whether Dr. Tibold had hired some thug to ensure her compliance with his outrageous demands. At the thought, her grip on the pistol tightened. This fellow seemed too smooth, his speech too refined, to be a ruffian, and yet all her instincts told Glory that, whoever he was, the man was dangerous.

	“Should I?” she asked, with more bravado than she felt.

	“I assume that’s why you’re robbing me.”

	Glory blinked in surprise. “I’m not robbing you,” she protested. But in that unguarded instant he made his move, knocking the pistol aside and pulling her to him.

	The weapon fell to the ground, and Glory found herself closer to a man than she had ever been. Her back pushed against the length of his body while his arm closed over her chest, holding her fast. Gasping at the startling intimacy, Glory felt her wits desert her. Although rarely at a loss, she was bombarded by unfamiliar sensations: the man’s obvious strength, the hard form pressed to hers, and the heat that enveloped her.

	As she drew in a sharp breath, Glory was assailed anew by the scent of warm male tinged with a subtle cologne. Her heart thundered, her pulse pounded, and there was a brush of warm breath on her hair as though of a whisper…

	“What the devil?” Thad’s shout rang out, cutting off whatever words Glory imagined she might hear from the man positioned behind her. And before Glory could summon the sense to respond to either male, her brother appeared on the path, silhouetted against the setting sun. “Unhand my sister!”

	“Work in tandem, do you?” The deep drawl close to her ear sent shivers up Glory’s spine. She told herself it was because the man didn’t seem the least bit wary of Thad charging to her rescue. Her reaction certainly had nothing to do with the voice itself, low and familiar and assured, or the peculiar quickening of her body, a loss of control that alarmed her more than anything else.

	But perhaps that’s what panic did to a person, Glory thought, although the man had not hurt her, simply disarmed her. In fact, she appeared to be in more jeopardy from Thad, who suddenly launched himself toward the stranger, despite the fact that Glory was standing in front of the man, unable to move. Her assailant, a bit more aware, put her behind him.

	“Don’t make me regret this,” he said, as he released her, and Glory wondered at the kind of villain who would set her free. Perhaps one who thought far too highly of himself, she mused as he faced Thad.

	But the man’s confidence was not misplaced. Even in the dim light, Glory could see that Thad’s efforts were clumsy and erratic, while his opponent’s were perfectly controlled and as practiced as a boxer’s. Although that was not unusual, for even Thad wanted to take up the gentleman’s sport, this fellow had the skills of a professional. He easily could have been one of the bruisers who were paid to bloody each other in a milling-match, as Thad would say. 

	Yet he didn’t look like the sort to be a prize-fighter. He was too elegant and too finely clothed, his movements too smooth. Still, he was dangerous. Glory was sure of it. And although she had not feared for her own life, now she feared for Thad’s. But before she could think how to save him, her brother was knocked to the ground. Crying out in protest, Glory stepped toward him and nearly tripped over the forgotten pistol. Relief swamped her as she leaned down to retrieve it.

	“Stop right there!” Glory shouted, and this time her hand was steadier as she pointed the weapon at the man looming over Thad.

	But neither male paid any attention to her threat. Thad sat up, rubbed his jaw, and eyed his silent foe with what might have been admiration. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

	“Gentleman Jackson’s.”

	“No! Really?” Thad said, his voice rising with excitement. “I’d love to learn from the master, but my sister doesn’t approve. Instead, she dragged me here to the ends of the earth, where there’s nothing for a game fellow to do.”

	As Glory watched dumbfounded, Thad’s opponent stretched out a hand to help him to his feet. “So you’ve taken up thievery?”

	“What? No! I’m no thief, but what… what are you?” Thad asked, apparently coming to his senses. His tone changed to a challenge as he straightened. “What were you doing with my sister?”

	“I was wondering why the door to the supposedly closed Pump Room was standing open when your sister threatened to put a bullet in me,” the man said.

	They both turned toward Glory, who got her first decent view of her assailant as the setting sun struck him. Tall, dark, and good looking, he was dressed immaculately and reeked of power, wealth, and arrogance. Or was it simply the kind of confidence that few men possessed? Shaken, Glory drew in a sharp breath.

	“Who are you?” she asked.

	“Since circumstances have conspired against a formal introduction, you may call me Westfield,” he said.

	“Not the Duke of Westfield?” Thad’s voice held both awe and horror.

	“I’m afraid so,” the man said in a wry tone.

	Thad gaped, and Glory might have swayed upon her feet, had not the nobleman reached out a steadying hand—to turn away the pistol she was pointing at him.

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Oberon Makepeace, fourth Duke of Westfield, shot his cuffs, straightened his neckcloth, and headed up the slope to Sutton House, none the worse for the attempted assault. He tucked the small pistol he had collected into the pocket of his coat, the better to avoid any further unpleasantness. Neither the young man nor the woman had put up much argument at that point, and Oberon had made good his escape without the fear of a bullet in his back.

	He had not been expecting such an encounter here on the outskirts of nowhere, and he wasn’t sure what to make of it. Although the effort had been clumsy and easily foiled, Oberon could not discount the possibility that there was more to what had transpired than met the eye. And it was that possibility, among other reasons, that kept him from tossing his young perpetrators in gaol.

	Oberon had learned that people were not always what they seemed, and while the young woman looked like any other empty-headed daughter of the local gentry, genteel ladies did not point pistols at strangers. She might be passing as one of her betters, so that she and her so-called brother could run some kind of swindle. If so, they might have stumbled upon Oberon by chance. After all, he had only recently arrived.

	However, chance was something Oberon viewed with skepticism, and he tried to remember who knew his destination. He hadn’t told many of his plans, just put it about that he had a family engagement.

	But his mother might have spread the word. She was responsible for the outing, having insisted that he accompany her to visit an ailing relation. Although Oberon had suggested others in his stead, including the family physician, his mother had been adamant. And she had refused to accept what she termed his “social commitments” as a viable excuse.

	Acceding to her wishes, Oberon had endured a lengthy journey on barely passable roads to reach Philtwell, a rustic backwater far from civilization. The village boasted little more than a rutted main street lined with dilapidated buildings, including the remnants of Queen’s Well, a spa once favored by Queen Elizabeth. Never a particularly fashionable watering hole, it had not enjoyed the success of Bath or Tunbridge Wells, and its heyday had long passed, its waters closed.

	And yet, someone had been skulking about the Pump Room, and not just anyone… At his first glimpse of the shadowy form, Oberon had reacted more strongly than was his wont. Perhaps it was sight of her weapon, but the ennui that had been plaguing him of late disappeared, replaced by a surge of excitement, sharp and unfamiliar. He told himself it was only the sudden appearance of a new challenge to be found here, of all places.

	In London, he was accustomed to fawning and intrigues, not pistols and fisticuffs. There the ladies simpered or flirted, unlike this one. And they wore overpowering, flowery perfumes, probably to rise above the stench of Town. But tonight he’d caught just a faint, tantalizing scent from the woman he’d held in his arms, something clean and lemony, with just a touch of... paint perhaps? Oberon lifted a brow at that bit of whimsy. She presented him a puzzle. That was all. 

	And if that enigma came with dark hair escaping its confinement in soft tendrils that begged touching? And a slender body that fit perfectly against his? Oberon frowned. Obviously, it had been too long since he parted with his last mistress, or he would never have been so affected by a slip of a female. Far more important than her appeal was the fact that she had threatened to shoot him. That made her both foolhardy and dangerous—and worth further inspection, along with the village itself.

	Philtwell’s remoteness would well serve those who cared to meet away from prying eyes. And in the past, many had gathered at spas to hatch their plots. But today? Oberon shook his head. He probably was clutching at straws in order to occupy himself. Yet, as he left the outskirts of Philtwell to turn into the drive of Sutton House, he watched the shadows for any signs of movement.

	Nothing loomed ahead except Randolph Pettit’s residence, a tawny stone building that was small by ducal standards, but would do well enough for a short stay. Although a few centuries old, it had a clean look, thanks to some additions and improvements over the years. More were needed, especially inside, and Oberon wondered just how well his mother’s cousin was situated.

	He slipped in a side entrance to avoid any scrutiny and to determine whether he showed any signs of his recent adventure. A quick assessment in his bedroom revealed nothing except a dusty coat, which could be easily remedied by his valet. Reaching into his pocket, Oberon removed the small pistol and deposited it in a bureau drawer.

	Looking down at the weapon for a long moment, Oberon wondered whether he should have questioned the young woman more closely. But too much interest on his part would have been remarked, and he could not afford to show his hand even in such a distant locale as Philtwell. However, he had no intention of dismissing the incident, and he was already thinking ahead as he called for his valet.

	Country hours were kept at Sutton House, which meant an early dinner and a long evening of boredom to follow. But now Oberon’s senses were alert, and the upcoming meal became, like so many others, an opportunity to listen and learn and ferret out the information he sought.

	When he reached the dining hall, Oberon found it deserted. He realized that the room was part of the original structure and remained much as it must have looked when built. Although most of the house had been refurbished, here the dim lighting cast only a faint glow that did not reach the corners. The furniture, too, was heavy and dark, Oberon noted, as he walked slowly around the perimeter. As he approached one wall where the paint appeared to be mottled with age, he heard footsteps.

	Turning, he saw only his mother on the threshold. “Your cousin is unable to join us?” he asked, masking his disappointment. It appeared he would learn little about the locals tonight.

	“Not yet,” she said. “But he does seem to be improving.”

	Oberon wouldn’t know, having been shooed away from the sickroom of a man he could not recall. And he wondered, again, why his mother insisted that he accompany her when she would have been better served by a physician, a companion, or a man of business who could put her cousin’s affairs in order, if necessary.

	But he was here, whether he liked it or not, and he took a seat across from his mother, hoping that the food would be palatable.

	“Did you enjoy your walk?”

	Accustomed to hiding his reactions, Oberon gave a non-committal nod in answer, for he was not prepared to share the details of his unexpected outing with his mother, at least not now. Perhaps not ever.

	“Did you see the Pump Room?” she asked. “That’s where your father and I met, you know.”

	Oberon nodded. Despite her sharp wit, his mother seemed to have succumbed to nostalgia. Since receiving her cousin’s summons, her usual pragmatic comments had been replaced by such reminiscences, and Oberon was not quite sure what to make of them.

	“I understood that it is no longer in use,” he said.

	“Yes, not long after your father and I were here, the spa was struck by a fire that consumed some of the buildings and resulted in its closure. That’s when the owners sold Sutton House, but it seems they held on to other properties.”

	“And yet I thought I saw some activity there,” Oberon said carefully.

	“Perhaps it was the Suttons. Randolph says they have returned to rebuild and reopen Queen’s Well.” She seemed absurdly pleased by the prospect, while Oberon wondered what kind of fool would attempt such a venture.

	Although watering holes like Bath still had their adherents among the elderly and barely genteel, the Prince Regent had made the seaside, most notably Brighton, the fashionable destination. And from what little he had seen, a lot of money would be required to make Queen’s Well presentable, with little prospect of return.

	“And did you meet anyone when you were out?” Something about his mother’s innocent tone made Oberon suspicious.

	“I hardly think I would be approached without an introduction, even in such a place as Philtwell,” he said.

	His mother loosed a sigh of exasperation, whether directed at her son or the strictures of polite society, Oberon did not know. And he had no intention of finding out. Instead, he turned the conversation toward the village in the hopes of discovering what he could. 

	But his mother had not visited Philtwell in decades, making her less than knowledgeable of current residents, including a pair of possible thatch-gallows whose names Oberon had not obtained. At the time, he had not bothered to ask, suspecting they might answer falsely. Now he wondered whether they played some part in the revival scheme. And if he was more intrigued by the female half of the duo, Oberon told himself it was because no woman had ever held him at gunpoint. 

	Whatever else he had felt when subduing his opponent was not something he was ready to admit, even to himself.

	 

	Glory probably would have remained frozen where she was, staring after the duke, had Thad not hustled her away. So scattered were her wits that she walked some distance from the Pump Room when she remembered the open door.

	“Thad, wait,” Glory said, halting in her tracks. “I’ve got to go back and lock up.”

	“Well, I’m coming with you,” he said. “It appears that you can’t take two steps on your own without getting into trouble.”

	The statement was ludicrous coming from Thad, but Glory didn’t argue. She was too grateful for his presence as they turned back toward the Pump Room. She had never been wary of the place before, but now the deep shadows gathering under the trees seemed ominous and menacing, as though anything, not just a handsome stranger, might be hiding there. Waiting. Watching.

	Glory tried to ignore that unsettling sensation, but a creak revealed the door was still swinging, and the back of her neck tingled. She wished she had her pistol. Fie on the Duke of Westfield for taking it! But surely he hadn’t been the one creeping about the deserted Pump Room.

	Or had he? Now that she had recovered from the shock of his identity, Glory realized that a title was no guarantee against bad behavior, and she shivered. Somehow the thought of the tall, dark, and attractive duke intending harm was more disconcerting than some nameless, faceless pursuer. Was he mad or simply… bad?

	Pushing aside such speculation, Glory stepped toward the opening, only to flinch at a sudden flash of brightness. She whirled around, smacking into Thad, in time to see a lad passing by with a lantern. Seizing the opportunity, Glory sent Thad to borrow the lamp, so she could see what she was about.

	Thad grumbled, but did as she bid and was soon holding the light near the open door. Fingering the key, Glory was wondering whether they ought to look inside, just to make sure the place was empty, when something caught her eye.

	Leaning forward, she stretched out her arm to keep Thad from moving as she knelt down to get a better look at a mark just outside the building on the first of the flagstones that led toward a gravel path. Crouching close, Glory saw it was in the shape a curve as though the partial outline of a boot heel. Tugging off one of her gloves, she reached out to touch the mark and lifted her finger. Fresh paint.

	“Lud, Glory, I think you’ve gone a bit too particular about the damned well, if you’re bothered by something back here that no one can see without crawling on the ground,” Thad said. “Just lock the place and let’s go home. Isn’t it enough for one evening that you threatened a duke?”

	Ignoring the question, Glory snatched the lantern from her brother and carefully walked over the threshold. Inside, she found another stain and then the source: a drip that had landed on the floor.

	“Here’s where the boot-wearer stepped in it, but when? And who?” Glory asked aloud.

	“Are you playing at detective now?” Thad asked, with a snort. “What can it matter? Are you going to sack the workmen for a stray drop or two?”

	Glory did not answer, but found her own lamp in one of the rear rooms, so that she could return the lantern, along with a coin, to the boy waiting patiently at the exit. Once he had hurried away, Glory closed the door and turned her attention back to the marks.

	Although they could have been made by one of the painters who had left the building before she had returned, Glory felt certain that was not the case. And she took a good look through the entire place, Thad at her heels. With her brother beside her and even the far corners and heavy curtains illuminated by her lamp, the Pump Room no longer seemed threatening. Nor did she find anything amiss.

	“Lud, Glory, what’s this about?” Thad asked when they stood back in the main room.

	Glory drew a deep breath. “Why do you think I pointed a pistol at Westfield?”

	“I don’t know,” Thad said. “You’ve gone barmy over Queen’s Well? And what were you doing with a gun anyway?”

	“Don’t say anything to Aunt Phillida,” Glory said.

	Thad snorted. “I’m hardly likely to tell tales, especially since I don’t care to lug her lifeless form about should she hear that you were threatening a duke,” he said, with a frown. “Why did you do it?”

	“When I came back to fetch my reticule, there was someone in here, hiding in the shadows.” The tone of her voice made Thad look over his shoulder in alarm.

	“What?”

	“It’s not the first time I’ve felt like someone was watching me,” Glory said, explaining the odd sensations she had experienced since they had arrived in Philtwell. “And that’s not all. The men who were hired to tear down the remains of the burned buildings aren’t doing the work. It’s as though someone is hindering our efforts to reopen the spa.”

	Having finally given voice to her suspicions, Glory felt a sense of relief, but Thad appeared both uneasy and skeptical. Finally, he shook his head. “Well, I wouldn’t put it past some of the locals to turn a blind eye to work, especially considering the attitudes we’ve seen from them.” He paused, and Glory waited for him to try to talk her out of her plans. Again.

	However, when he spoke, it was not about “Glory’s Folly,” as he had dubbed her efforts to revive the family heritage. “The villagers might be up to mischief, but Westfield? I can’t see him sneaking about here in the dark, intent upon attacking you.”

	Although Thad’s dismissive tone made her suspicions seem ridiculous, Glory was fairly certain someone had been inside the building with her, someone who hadn’t made his presence known. And it chilled her.

	Perhaps Westfield was not the thug she had originally thought him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t involved. Glory shivered at the memory of being held tightly against him, disarmed and helpless. And if she flushed with heat just thinking about the experience, it was not because of the solid feel of his muscular form or the scent of him, so very close…

	Drawing in a deep breath, Glory pushed such thoughts aside. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I’d like to take a look at his boot.”

	 

	
Chapter Three

	The Duchess of Westfield paused before the bedroom door and knocked gently. Although she thought she heard movement, there was no answer. In other circumstances, she might have left quietly, in order not to disturb the occupant, should he be sleeping. But Letitia only knocked louder.

	“Come in.” Randolph’s voice was frail and breathless when he finally answered, and Letitia slipped inside, closing the door behind her. The curtains were drawn, and she peered into the dimness of the room, finally spying the man lying prone among the covers of the elaborately carved four-poster.

	As she approached, he turned his head slightly and groaned, as if in pain. Then he opened his eyes and focused upon her.

	“Oh, it’s only you,” he said before abruptly sitting up. “I hope you’ve brought me something to eat. The broth they’re giving me isn’t enough to keep a sparrow alive.”

	“I’ll tell the cook we need to build up your strength,” Letitia said.

	Randolph sighed. “Please do. And I am ready to be rid of this room, as well.”

	“Not yet,” Letitia said. “Oberon is not slow-witted. He’s already giving me the eye. If he finds you’ve recovered, he might leave, which would bring us to nothing.”

	“I would think my health would be worth something,” Randolph protested.

	“Of course, it is. But the only reason I brought Oberon is because of the girl, and I won’t have him slip away without throwing them together.”

	While Letitia was pleased to see Randolph’s illness had passed quickly, she was not about to relinquish this opportunity. When he’d written to her that the waters of Queen’s Well might be available once more and that the new owners included an interesting young woman, she had seized upon the prospect like a drowning man, investing all of her hopes and dreams in someone she had yet to meet.

	“I’m sorry I ever wrote to you about her,” Randolph said, reaching under his pillow for a deck of cards.

	“No, you aren’t,” Letitia said, pulling over a small table, which he used to deal out hands. “Because you know as well as I do that it’s high time Oberon settled down.”

	Randolph nodded. “I agree, but I would have preferred simply to throw a lavish entertainment and invite both your son and the promising prospect.”

	Letitia shook her head. “He wouldn’t have come. I could barely get him here by claiming you were at death’s door. You don’t know how stubborn he is. He’s just like his father.”

	When Randolph lifted both brows in a skeptical glance, Letitia sighed. “All right, he might have inherited a bit of obstinacy from me,” she admitted. “But if he thinks anyone’s trying to put forth an eligible female, he turns his back upon her. Literally.”

	“Well, did he run into her last evening?” Randolph asked, taking up his cards.

	Letitia frowned, as she took her cards. “I don’t think so. He didn’t say, but then he’s not the most forthcoming even at the best of times.”

	“Cool.”

	“Quiet. Composed. Strong,” Randolph said. “Far too handsome, and with a bit of standoffishness that is like catnip to the females. I would think he’d have no trouble finding a duchess.”

	Letitia made a sound of derision. “Oh, he’s had mistresses. Don’t think I’m not aware of them! But he won’t have anything to do with marriage-minded misses or their mamas. He’s too arrogant, by half.”

	“Just like his father,” they both said at once, and Letitia smiled fondly.

	“That’s why I wrote to you and asked you to keep an eye out for someone here, where I met his father,” she said, though at the time she’d had little hope that Queen’s Well would ever resume operation.

	“I cannot assure you that they will get on,” Randolph said.

	But Letitia refused to be discouraged. “Well, I can assure you that typical débutantes would be no match for him. Why, he’d chew them up and spit them out before they knew what he was about. He needs someone attractive enough to hold his attention, but possessing the wherewithal to stand up to him, an independent young lady with a mind of her own.”

	“Like the one his father married,” Randolph said.

	Letitia smiled. “Perhaps,” she acknowledged before growing somber. She hated to interfere, for she was not a meddling mother. But she had given her eldest son plenty of time, and he was no closer to marriage now than when first weaned. She shook her head. “The Makepeaces are not easy matches…”

	She had not even finished before Randolph nodded and spoke what was on her mind. “Which is why we need the waters.”

	 

	Stepping outside, Oberon viewed the cloudless sky and surrounding peaks without his usual cynicism. Although not one to admire the picturesque, he was reminded of just how long it had been since he’d stayed at Westfield, the family seat. He knew a sudden yearning for those rolling hills, followed by other yearnings for all that went with a home, and paused in surprise.

	He had put such desires behind him long ago, so why they should strike him here and now, he didn’t know. Perhaps it was his mother’s talk of meeting his father at Queen’s Well. They’d had a devoted marriage, but at what cost? Oberon had seen his mother’s devastation at her loss, and he remembered his own pain at the death of his father. It had left him vulnerable to those who did not have his best interests at heart, and he’d vowed never again to be that… weak.

	And he never had been tempted to break that vow. Most of the women who pursued him were cold and calculating, seeking the title of duchess as a business transaction. The younger ones and those less determined were usually vapid, pretty vessels that held nothing of worth. That was the sum of feminine society, at least in the circles in which he moved, an endless round of balls and routs and salons peopled by many of the same faces and the same deceits year after year.

	Oberon shook his head at his bleak thoughts. What the devil was ailing him? He had slept like a stone and eaten an enormous breakfast, unusual behavior that his mother claimed was brought on by “the air.” And now he was sunk in introspection for which he had neither the time nor the inclination.

	Oberon flexed his gloved fingers, an old habit, caught himself, and then headed into Philtwell. Since his mother had shooed him away from the sickroom again, he was off to take a closer look at the village. Assuming the air of a common visitor, Oberon kept his eyes and ears open as he strolled the main street, but he did not see anything out of the ordinary. The people seemed to be locals, with no obvious foreigners or strangers.

	That came as no surprise, for Philtwell appeared never to have recovered from the fire his mother had mentioned. Several blackened buildings lingered, as eyesores and possible dangers to passersby, while the weeds and brambles that grew around them threatened to overtake the neighboring shops.

	In fact, the only place that appeared well tended was the Pump Room. From his position across the road, Oberon got a good look at the front of the building for the first time. In the bright light of day, he could see that the older structure with its simple, columned façade, looked freshly cleaned. And a man was working on the grounds, preparing to put in some new plantings.

	It seemed that someone was going to reopen the well, or at least they were making a show of the prospect. Oberon turned, intending to cross the road to casually question the worker, when a door burst open nearby. Immediately alert, he stepped out of the way, but the man who exited swung toward him.

	“Good sir, you must be new to our fine community!” he said, bowing deeply. “As the pre-eminent physician in residence, Dr. Tibold by name, I am pleased to offer my services to help you achieve complete health, no matter what your ailments.”

	“Do I look like I’m ailing?” Oberon asked, with a lift of his brow. Had the fellow been watching from his rooms for potential patients? That possibility, along with his rather shabby attire, did not inspire confidence in his self-proclaimed abilities.

	“Certainly not! You are the picture of health, sir. But even those who appear robust can be suffering from some sort of inner disorder, and that is why a course of treatment is beneficial to all, even a fine specimen such as yourself.”

	Tibold paused to peer at Oberon, as though assessing the worth of his clothes and the size of his purse, in order to charge accordingly. “Have you been bled lately?”

	Oberon did not deign to comment.

	“But, of course, that’s not always called for,” the physician said, nodding and smiling as he changed tactics. “The waters, that is what we are famous for, and that is what you need.”

	Again, Oberon lifted a brow. “I thought the well was closed.”

	The physician’s face twisted, as though little pleased by the reminder. “Sadly, at the moment, yes, but soon we shall ply you with our famous remedy. Naturally, the waters should be available at all times, for all persons, and not at the whims of a single family.” He paused to draw a deep breath before continuing in a louder voice, “Title to such things ought to be illegal. How can a person own water? It’s like taxing the very air.”

	“If you feel so strongly, perhaps you should put down a new well and open your own facilities,” Oberon said.

	But his suggestion was met with another scowl. “All the prime property is owned by Miss Sutton,” he said, practically spitting out the name. “And her tight grip is felt by all who would do good for the community.”

	“Miss Sutton?” Oberon asked.

	“Yes, a female, if you can countenance it!” Tibold said. “Though one would hardly believe it, the way she behaves, without even the manners of a gentleman, though she mimics a man. An ape leader, to be sure.”

	Oberon soon regretted his query, for Tibold proceeded to blame the woman for everything from the depressed economy to untreated boils. The physician was practically frothing at the mouth, such was his enmity, and Oberon realized he would get little solid information from the fellow. He was considering how to extricate himself when Tibold abruptly ceased his tirade and lifted a hand to point in accusation.

	“There she is, right there!”

	Frowning at the doctor’s ill manners, Oberon nonetheless looked in the direction of his outstretched arm. From Tibold’s ranting, Oberon expected to see a harridan, a crone fully capable of beating the doctor about the shoulders with her cane. But the female he saw was a plump, but decidedly dainty woman of middle age, holding a parasol, who eyed them with a vague expression of alarm as she turned to cross the road.

	It took Oberon a moment to realize the object of his companion’s derision was not that timid-looking creature but another, a trim figure already crossing the road with her back toward him. Although the length of her stride marked her as no mincing débutante, the infamous Miss Sutton did not resemble a man, at least from the rear. She wore a simple sprigged muslin gown that when caught by the breeze delineated a slender female form.

	In fact, Oberon was contemplating the familiarity of those slim curves when his companion surged forward, calling out the woman’s name. Concerned for her safety, Oberon followed, ready to step in, if need be. 

	But when she turned with a determined expression that Oberon recognized, he stepped back instead, neatly avoiding the heavy reticule that she sent swinging through the air at her pursuers. Dr. Tibold, taken unawares, was struck full force in the stomach by the missile which, more than likely, contained a weight, for the physician doubled over, the wind knocked from him.

	Either she didn’t believe in using a more lethal weapon in public, or she hadn’t the time to obtain another pistol to replace the one that was tucked away in Oberon’s bureau. “Miss Sutton, I presume?” he asked with a slight bow.

	“Your Grace.” The distaste she made no attempt to hide surprised Oberon, accustomed as he was to being pursued for his company, his invitations, or his influence. Even more surprising was his own, very different and very well concealed, response.

	At his first glimpse of her, Oberon felt a slam to the chest, just as though he had been on the receiving end of her reticule, his senses heightened and alert. The force of his reaction was baffling, especially since she had not stepped out of the shadows to threaten him with a gun. But perhaps the threat she posed was more subtle, and her dislike stemmed from something more sinister.

	For she would hardly draw his interest otherwise. She was pretty enough; her face was a perfect oval, but her brown hair was unremarkable, and her coloring was not pale enough to be fashionable. Still, it suited her, as did the green eyes that sparked with intelligence and strength of will, which had already been in evidence.

	“I’ll have you on charges of assault!” Tibold said, having finally recovered his breath.

	“It was an act of self-defense, for you and your assassin have attacked me once and would do so again,” the young woman argued, lifting her chin.

	Her fearless behavior sent a jolt of awareness through Oberon. Although bold, she didn’t appear to be brazen, and, contrary to Tibold’s claims, no man in his right mind would confuse her gender. Oberon considered himself an astute judge of people; he had to be. But Miss Sutton was an intriguing piece of work. Who the devil was she?

	“Ridiculous!” Tibold said. “It is you who attacked me, as my witness can verify.”

	Oberon had no intention of corroborating the mad doctor’s claim and would have said so, but for the arrival of the small woman with the parasol. “Glory, dear, whatever are you doing?” she asked in a tremulous tone that bespoke her unease.

	Miss Sutton paid her no heed. “Witness?” she said, scoffing. “We both know that the duke is allied with you, and, indeed, is doing your dirty work!” she said, pointing a finger at Oberon.

	“D-duke?” the dainty female echoed.

	“Duke?” Tibold said.

	“Westfield,” Miss Sutton said, with apparent exasperation.

	Oberon could well imagine the disdainful glare she was sending his way, but he was occupied with the older woman, who had paled at the mention of his title and now swayed upon her feet. Since no one else was paying any attention to her, Oberon felt obliged to catch her as she fainted dead away.

	 

	
Chapter Four

	When Tibold turned to gape at Westfield, Glory did, too, only to see that he was cradling her aunt in his arms. Horrified, she wanted to demand that he unhand her relative, but she feared he would drop Phillida to the ground. Frantically, Glory began searching past the rocks in her reticule for the hartshorn with which to revive her aunt.

	Where was Thad? Glory glanced around for her brother, but he had stopped at one of the burned buildings to urge the workers on. Though she held out little hope for his success, Glory was pleased that he finally was helping. Now, however, she wished they had not separated. But who would have thought she’d be accosted upon the village’s main thoroughfare, traveling from one property to another in the company of her elderly aunt?
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