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      "He comes! He comes!" Jeffrey, Baron Lynden, tore his equine nose away from the parlor window where it had been pressed for the better part of an hour. He wiped off the smudge it left behind with the lace cuff of his sleeve then arranged himself by the fireplace, propping one padded shoulder against the mantel and crossing his ankles. The pose showed off his legs in all their slender perfection, not to mention the new yellow velvet shoes made by London's finest shoemaker. They'd cost him a sum that could have fed a family from the village for an entire week.

      His cousin Elizabeth Buckley suspected that was the reason he wore them now. To Jeffrey's mind, having an earl come to dine was certainly an occasion worthy of yellow velvet shoes and a matching yellow and brown striped silk doublet. He'd even donned a pearl earring and matching broach. Not that Jeffrey needed a special reason to don extravagant attire. Elizabeth had seen him parade to the garderobe in Windsor Castle in a hat adorned with peacock feathers.

      "Sit up straight, Arrabella," he said to Elizabeth's older sister.

      Arrabella dutifully squared her shoulders, thrusting out her magnificent cleavage. It brought a smile to Jeffrey's face. Not that Jeffrey was interested in Arrabella's cleavage or any of her other virtues, of which there were many—one only had to ask her to be given a list. No, Arrabella's cleavage was important to Jeffrey in the same way a mousetrap is of interest to a cat.

      "Lift your chin," he said, lifting his own chin. "Good girl. Now pout those pretty lips of yours. No, not like that, like this." He puckered his lips and nodded as Arrabella did the same. "Place your hands in your lap like an obedient lady."

      He didn't so much as flicker an eyelash in Elizabeth's direction upon the word 'obedient', but she was in no doubt that it was meant as a slight on her character. Jeffrey had learned in the last few weeks spent in the Buckley girls' company that they'd grown up since he last saw them. Grown and changed, and not just in looks. Elizabeth might appear the less troublesome of the two sisters with her unremarkable face and figure, but her tongue was sharper than Arrabella's, and her mind too quick for her plodding cousin.

      Except when Arrabella was alone with Elizabeth. On those occasions Arrabella's tongue could be as cutting as a knife, and her sweetness vanished like a mist in the sunshine.

      "Good girl," Jeffrey cooed to Arrabella in the same tone a master uses with his pet dog. "Lord Oxley cannot fail to notice you now."

      "She deserves an extra sweetmeat, don't you think, Cousin?" Elizabeth passed the trencher to her sister.

      Arrabella narrowed her eyes. "I don't know what you're doing, but stop it."

      Elizabeth returned the trencher to the table. Her mother, Janet Buckley, picked off an orange succade and popped it in her mouth. "Jeffrey, this is of no use," she said around her sweet. "Arrabella is almost betrothed."

      "Almost is not always enough, Aunt," he said. "She is not secure until the wedding night. Anyway, Lord Oxley is an earl and a wealthy one at that. If he shows an interest in her, she would be wise to disregard her affection for Lord Greville. In fact, I would insist upon it."

      Arrabella gasped. "You wouldn't!"

      Elizabeth blinked at her sister's unexpected outburst. It would seem Arrabella's true nature wasn't completely buried beneath the mask of obedience and amiability. It also proved that she had feelings for Greville. The revelation was a surprise indeed.

      "I am the head of this family," Jeffrey reminded her with a preening stretch of his neck. "I'm sure your father, God rest his soul, would have wanted to see you rise to become a countess as much as I do."

      Elizabeth snorted, earning herself a glare from the other three. She shrugged off their rebuke. She doubted their father would have cared whom Arrabella married, as long as his eldest daughter was off his hands. Before Jeffrey's unexpected inheritance of the Lynden title a mere year and a half ago, Arrabella had refused no less than three marriage proposals, and there'd been another three since. According to Arrabella, none of the suitors had been good enough. They were either too ugly, too short, too fat, too dull or too poor. The girls' father had once promised both his daughters he wouldn't force them to wed where their hearts weren't engaged, but Elizabeth began to suspect he regretted making that promise as Arrabella grew more and more prickly.

      Thank goodness for Lord Greville. He met each of Arrabella's requirements, and at six and twenty, time was running out for her.

      "Elizabeth." The word dropped heavily from Jeffrey's soft lips, perhaps because he'd not wanted to engage the troublesome sister at all. God knew it was probably easier for him to ignore her than talk to her. It was how she preferred it too. "Elizabeth, please try to be…" He waggled his fingers as he searched for the right word.

      "Demure?" she offered.

      He pointed at her. "Yes! Demure women are an asset to any social gathering."

      "Dutiful?"

      "That too. Most certainly."

      "Diligent?"

      "Um, I'm not sure…"

      "Dull?"

      "Do be quiet, Lizzie," Arrabella bit off. She touched the pale golden hair at her temple, which Elizabeth had helped pin in place that morning. She looked beautiful, as usual.

      "Hands in your lap, Sis," Elizabeth reminded her. "You wouldn't want Lord Oxley to think you anything other than a demure, dutiful, dull-witted girl."

      "I am already betrothed," Arrabella said through clenched teeth. Her temper was rising. A few more pushes, and she might even reveal her true nature in front of their cousin.

      "But not to an earl," Elizabeth pointed out.

      Arrabella clicked her tongue. "How you vex me, Lizzie."

      Jeffrey sighed and sagged against the mantel. "He'll be here any moment," he muttered, defeated.

      "Coy," Janet suddenly said. She rolled her ample body forward in the chair and picked another sweetmeat off the trencher. Her eyes closed in ecstasy as the sugary sweetness hit her tongue. She sucked a moment then opened them again. "You should be coy, Elizabeth, like your sister." She licked her stubby fingers. "A gentleman likes ladies who flirt and use their wit to amuse him rather than berate him."

      "I've never berated—"

      "Shrews do not make happy wives."

      "Or husbands," Jeffrey added.

      Elizabeth appealed to her sister for help, but received only a self-satisfied smirk in response. She should have known better than to try and find an ally in that quarter. Arrabella's greatest talent was in knowing who to side with, and in this argument, Elizabeth would most certainly be defeated.

      "You think me a shrew, Mother?"

      "I think you far too clever for a girl of twenty who's yet to learn that the world can be cruel to her sex. You haven't the prettiness of your sister, or her sweet nature." She cleared her throat and did not meet anyone's gaze.

      Sweet? Good lord. Elizabeth thought about protesting at her mother's outright lie, but remembered that Jeffrey—and the world at large—didn't know Arrabella could be as brittle and cold as an icicle. Nor was she in the mood to educate him. No doubt her sister would falter at some stage during their summer stay at Sutton Hall, and he would eventually see the ice maiden underneath the smiles.

      "As such," Janet went on, "you must learn to at least be obedient. If you can't do that, then simply bite your tongue. Otherwise you will be a spinster forever and tasked with looking after your dear old mother for the rest of her days." She smiled triumphantly and Elizabeth had to admit, if only to herself, that her mother had won the battle with those final words.

      It was wise not to disagree with Janet Buckley. She was always slow to rouse, but once she got started, she was difficult to stop. She resembled a large boulder in that respect. Difficult to leverage into position and push into the first roll, but after several more rolls, only an impenetrable barrier could stop her.

      That impenetrable barrier entered the parlor in the form of a gentleman dressed in a crimson and black doublet, matching trunk hose that swelled at his hips and a hat festooned with glossy black feathers. He was tall with shapely legs and long fingers. It was difficult to tell how broad he was in the shoulders because of the ridiculous padding in his sleeves. Elizabeth dismissed him as a potential husband for Arrabella. Her sister preferred gentlemen who weren't dandies. Elizabeth too had seen enough of them in London in the previous weeks to know that she hadn't the patience for men who preened more than the ladies at court. He was, however, just the sort Jeffrey liked to dine with.

      "My lord!" Jeffrey said, sweeping into a low bow.

      Arrabella and Elizabeth both stood and curtsied to the earl, although Arrabella's was considerably lower. Their mother struggled to haul herself out of her chair.

      "Please, stay seated, dear lady," Oxley said, striding into the room. He took Janet's hand and kissed it.

      She giggled like a girl, and her ruddy cheeks darkened with her blush. "Thank you for gracing us with your illustrious presence, my lord," she said. "What a treat it is for me and my girls to dine with you today."

      Elizabeth was surprised her mother didn't gag with so much sugary sweetness dripping from her lips.

      "This is my aunt, Mistress Janet Buckley," Jeffrey said. "And these are her daughters, my cousins. Arrabella is the elder, and Elizabeth the younger."

      Lord Oxley bowed to each in turn with an elaborate flourish of his hand. "Charming. Utterly charming. Tell me, Mistress Buckley, are you also related to Mistress Susanna Holt from Stoneleigh? She was married to a Lynden, was she not?"

      "No relation, my lord. Her late husband was Jeffrey's cousin on his father's side. My sister was Jeffrey's mother. An entirely separate branch of his family."

      "Families are so complicated!" Oxley declared with a toss of his head that made the feather plumes shimmer. "My own ancestral tree is so knotted and twisted that I must be re-introduced to my cousins every time I go to court. One or two branches were also prematurely lopped off." He winked at Elizabeth’s mother and bent down to her level. "Found themselves supporting the Lancasters. Or was it the Yorks? I can never recall. Anyway, the removal of their heads from their bodies soon followed." He slashed his finger across his throat and stuck his tongue out of the corner of his mouth.

      Elizabeth cringed. She'd hoped to find an interesting and less sycophantic gentleman than she'd met during her brief London stay before returning to Hampshire, but alas, he was the dandiest of them all, and more ridiculous than even Jeffrey, which was both an amazing feat and a waste considering he was very handsome. His looks wouldn't be enough to tempt Arrabella to swap her equally handsome and considerably smarter Lord Greville for this fop, even if he were an earl. It would seem Oxley was off the menu this dinnertime.

      "Wasn't there another gentleman with you?" Jeffrey asked, peering past Oxley. "I saw you riding in together just now. He seemed too well dressed to be a mere servant."

      "Ah, yes, my man Monk. I believe you—"

      "Monk!" cried numerous voices, one of which was Elizabeth's. Surely Oxley couldn't mean Edward Monk. But it had to be him. The name was an unusual one and the coincidence too great for it to be otherwise.

      It was a name she'd not heard in five years. Five long years in which she'd wondered if she'd ever see him again. Wondered whether he'd changed or forgotten them. Wondered what he'd think of her now that she was older. Wondered if he'd recovered from Arrabella's rejection, or whether he'd gone on to make something of himself as he'd declared he would. There were other things too that she hoped the years had wiped from his memory.

      She sat. She had to. Her legs were too weak to hold her. Her heart hammered in her chest, its rhythm erratic. He was here. Here.

      So, unfortunately, was Arrabella.

      Elizabeth's sister sat too, slowly, her hard gaze fixed on the wall ahead, her chin tilted up. Always defiantly priggish when it came to Edward Monk, ever since that day. That single, awful day that had damaged the sisters' relationship forever.

      And now he was here.

      Elizabeth wasn't sure their sisterly bond could survive meeting him again. She wasn't sure she could survive it.

      "Well," said Oxley, standing with his hands on his hips. "That produced quite a reaction. I see Lynden is not the only one who knows Monk."

      Elizabeth’s mother cleared her throat and smiled. Elizabeth knew it to be false. "Mr. Monk lived in our village years ago."

      "You were neighbors?"

      Her gaze slid to the left, not meeting his. "No."

      "Friends then."

      Nobody answered.

      Oxley cleared his throat. A tactful man would not pursue the matter, but Oxley apparently lacked tact as well as sense. "Ah. Say no more. Feuds between gentlemen in small villages are not unusual."

      Arrabella shot to her feet. "Mr. Monk is not a gentleman."

      Elizabeth gripped the arms of her chair, digging her fingernails into the wood. If she let go, she feared she'd not be able to stop herself scratching her sister's eyes out. It had been five years since she'd felt such burning anger toward Arrabella, but it would seem it hadn't dissolved completely with time. Not where Edward was concerned.

      "Forgive her, my lord," Janet said, quickly. "She's…tired after our long journey."

      Oxley held up his hands. "It's quite all right. The journey from London is indeed arduous, even now in the summer when the roads are good. I can understand how it would tire your daughters and make them prone to outbursts. Of course my man Monk is a gentleman. I wouldn't retain him otherwise."

      Arrabella opened her mouth, but Jeffrey got in first. "Arrabella!" He took her hand, and Elizabeth saw her sister's fingers whiten. He must have been squeezing hard. "Whatever is the matter with you, Cousin? This is not like you at all." To Oxley he said, "She's usually very meek. A most pleasant female companion, not in the least prone to outbursts. Perhaps she's not feeling well."

      Arrabella must have remembered herself. She pressed her hand to her temple and allowed Jeffrey to guide her to sit again. "Yes, I am tired. However, I am very much looking forward to dining with Lord Oxley. I've longed to meet him ever since you said he was joining us, Cousin."

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes and caught Lord Oxley looking at her beneath lowered lashes. How odd that he should be watching her and not the scene being played out for his benefit by her sister and cousin. A small crease connected his eyebrows, but it was the only indication that he was trying to read her. Perhaps he'd realized that of all of them, she was likely to give him the most honest reaction to the surprising presence of Edward Monk. Perhaps he wasn't such a fool after all.

      She blushed, although she wasn't sure why, and his gaze flicked away.

      "I didn't know you retained Mr. Monk," Jeffrey said to Oxley.

      "I snapped him up when he left your employ last autumn," the earl said.

      "You employed him?" Elizabeth’s mother said to Jeffrey. "Why didn't you tell us?"

      "I didn't think I needed to list all my past servants for you, Aunt," he snipped. "Nor did I think you'd care. Why would you? The man was nobody when he lived in Upper Wayworth."

      Which begged the question, was he somebody now? If he dressed like a gentleman and was retained by a man of Oxley's standing, then perhaps he had indeed risen as he'd once declared he would.

      Good for him. Elizabeth always knew he could do whatever he wanted if he set his mind to it.

      "Monk proved to be useful to me and extremely capable at…things." Jeffrey cleared his throat. "I'm sure he's proving the same to you, Oxley."

      "He is most capable. I'm fortunate to have him since my other retainers have left me. Snatched from me by the most insidious of diseases."

      Janet gasped and pressed a hand to her bosom. "The plague?"

      "Love."

      Elizabeth's bark of laughter escaped despite her attempt to smother it by pressing her lips together. She received a glare from her mother and cousin as a result. Arrabella merely shook her head in disappointment.

      Oxley either didn't notice or pretended not to. "One of them wed a London girl, another married your very own Susanna from Stoneleigh, and just this week I lost a fellow who'd worked for me in the past."

      "To the Cowdrey girl?" Jeffrey asked. "I'd heard something of the matter. There was some trouble, wasn't there?"

      "All ended now, thankfully. I'll tell you about it over dinner."

      "Will Mr. Monk be dining with us?" Janet asked.

      Elizabeth couldn't tell from her mother's expression whether she wanted to hear a yay or nay to her question. She strongly suspected the latter.

      "Of course," Oxley said at the same time Jeffrey said, "No."

      They looked at one another, but it was Jeffrey who quickly backed down under the earl's unblinking stare. "That is to say, er, yes, he is."

      Arrabella gasped. "But he's only a—!"

      "Arrabella!" Janet snapped. The warning shake of her head made her eldest daughter swallow her protest.

      Elizabeth tried not to smile at the small victory. Her sister would not be allowed to stomp on Edward while the earl was present, and she couldn't be happier about it. She tried to catch Oxley's gaze, but failed. He was idly flicking dust off his doublet, apparently oblivious to the stir he'd created.

      "He'll be up after he sees to the horses," Oxley said.

      "Does Mr. Monk know we're here?" Elizabeth asked.

      "I believe he was informed that Lord Lynden returned from his travels accompanied by his favorite female cousins."

      He knew, and yet he still wanted to dine with them? Either his heart was healed, or he thought he was more Arrabella's equal now and worthy of her consideration. If the latter, he was in for a shock when he learned of her betrothal. Elizabeth couldn't let him find out at the dinner table when Arrabella coolly mentioned that her future husband was a baron far, far above Edward. A thousand cracks of a whip across his back would hurt less—if he were indeed still enamored with her.

      "Why don't I fetch him?" Elizabeth said. "Will I find him in the stables, my lord?"

      "Perhaps you ought to remain here," Oxley said quickly. "I'm sure the steward will show him in to us when he's seen to the horses."

      "Nonsense."

      The earl arched one lazy eyebrow. "Nonsense?" he echoed, his tone strained. It would seem he wasn't used to being gainsaid. Not many gentlemen were, especially by women.

      Well, he wasn't Elizabeth's master or a potential suitor. He mattered not a whit. She didn't care in the least if she offended him. She only cared about warning Edward.

      "I won't be a moment." She sailed off, glancing over her shoulder as she left. Both Jeffrey and her mother stared after her, mouths ajar.

      Jeffrey's snapped shut again, and his face darkened. He wouldn't berate her in front of their guest, but he would later. Elizabeth had to remember to avoid him.

      The last thing she heard before she was out of earshot was Janet apologizing to Lord Oxley. "She's a very headstrong girl. I despair of her sometimes. I really do."

      "It'll be difficult to find her a husband," Jeffrey said.

      "Indeed," the earl said. "No man likes a viper for a wife, eh, Lynden?"

      Elizabeth couldn't get away fast enough. She wished she'd seen her sister's response to the conversation, but then again, perhaps it was best that she didn't. No doubt Arrabella sat there with her head bowed and her hands in her lap like a good girl. If Oxley was looking for a wife, she might very well catch the fop's attention if she wasn't careful. If Jeffrey saw even the flicker of interest in the earl's gaze, he'd order her to discard Lord Greville as if he were last week's rancid meat and focus on Oxley instead.

      Elizabeth hurried out of the house and across the cobbled courtyard where pink-cheeked maids rushed back and forth with armfuls of linen or pails balanced in each hand. She passed by the extensive outbuildings and even more staff, sweating from the heat and their work. The stable block stood ahead, but Elizabeth paused to soak in the pretty view of the orchards, fields and valley beyond, and to gather her nerves. She wasn't usually so anxious about meeting people, but this wasn't just any person. This was the man she'd been in love with half her life. The man who'd hardly noticed her because her sister's shadow was long, and he'd been unable to see past it.

      Elizabeth might have appeared strong of mind, but she knew her heart was fragile where Edward Monk was concerned. She doubted it could withstand the blow if he proved to still be in love with Arrabella.

      "Hail, madam!" someone called. Someone with a deep, commanding and wonderfully familiar voice. "Do you know where I can find Lord Lynden and his guests?"

      She turned in the direction of the stables and saw Edward striding toward her. Her stomach flipped. Her heart danced. He was taller than she remembered and more powerfully built across the shoulders than he had been five years ago. The combination was quite simply magnificent. He wore a black hat and doublet, the buttons of which glinted in the sunlight. As he drew closer, she saw that they were silver and the clothes superbly tailored to fit his impressive form.

      So he had some wealth now. He'd achieved what he'd set out to become all those years ago. I will better myself. He'd tossed the words at Arrabella in angry defiance after her rejection of his suit, and they'd never heard from him again. Yet here he was, his promise made good.

      Elizabeth felt a stirring of pride in her chest.

      He was still handsome too, with his perfect teeth, square jaw and gray eyes. The years had hardened the lines of his face somewhat, and his eyes weren't quite as soft. They were cooler, clearer and focused entirely on her.

      His gaze quickly swept over her from head to toe. If he recognized her, he gave no indication. She had changed in the last five years, so it wasn't unexpected, particularly at a distance. He strode up to her, his hands loosely at his sides, his manner comfortable, assured. That was new too. There was none of the insecure suitor of the last time he'd been in their house. The youth of five and twenty had been replaced by a man of thirty. And he exuded power.

      "Madam, are you all right?" He frowned. "You look a little pale. Would you like to sit down?"

      "Hello, Edward." To her surprise, her voice worked, although a small warble betrayed her nervousness.

      His frown deepened. "Do I know you? Are you from the village?"

      "It's me. Elizabeth."

      He shrugged. "Elizabeth who?"

      Just like that her stomach plunged. Her heart smashed into her ribs. She had changed in five years, but not so much that she was unrecognizable to someone who'd known her for the first fifteen of it. It would seem she really had made absolutely no impression on him. It was almost too much to take in, let alone bear.

      She swallowed hard, determined to forge on, because that's what she'd always done. She was not the timid fifteen year old anymore, and she must let him see that. "I'm Elizabeth Buckley from—

      Shock rippled across his face. "Arrabella's sister!"

      Arrabella's sister. His words sliced through her, cleaving her heart in two. She'd steeled herself for this reaction, yet it hurt far more than she'd ever thought it could. She'd spent five years attempting to distance herself from her sister's side by making her own friends, having her own interests, and it all meant nothing.

      She was still 'Arrabella's sister' to the only person who mattered.
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      "Where is she?" Edward scanned the length of the big house as if he would spy Arrabella peering down at him from one of the windows. Of course he couldn't see her since the formal parlor where she and the others sat was at the front of the house, and they were at the back.

      "Inside," Elizabeth said quietly. She bit her lip and searched as hard for words as he did for a pretty face in the window. She failed and remained silent. That irritated her more than his disregard of her. She was supposed to be better than this now, yet he made her feel fifteen again, a mere child and an ordinary one at that. She sighed.

      The sound drew his attention and he looked at her again. He bowed perfunctorily. "Forgive me, Mistress Buckley. I truly didn't recognize you." He straightened and studied her anew. "You've changed remarkably."

      She thought that overstating it a little too much. Her chest was larger, her waist more defined, and her face had lost the softness of childhood, but she was still the same brown-haired, plain little sister of Arrabella The Beauty. Ask anyone, not just Arrabella or their mother.

      "Call me Elizabeth. You used to." On the few occasions he'd actually spoken to her directly.

      "I heard Lynden had returned with some cousins, and I expected to see you and your sister." His lips stretched into a flat smile. "I'm glad I was right."

      "Cousin Jeffrey thought we needed educating in the finer art of living among nobles such as himself. He seems to have forgotten that he's only been noble for less than two years." It came out peevish, but so be it. Jeffrey had stretched her patience to the limit in the time they'd been in his company, and Edward wasn't listening anyway. He was staring at the house again.

      He turned back to her. "Giving a man a title he wasn't born to tends to shorten his memory." So he had heard her. Well then.

      She would have laughed at his joke, but he wasn't smiling. Indeed, his mouth was set in a grim line. At least he had been listening after all and not intent on racing off to find her sister.

      "And make him more unbearable," she added in a mutter.

      He laughed, and just like that, the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. "You noticed that?"

      "How could I not notice him when he dresses like a peacock? The colors of his clothing are enough to hurt the eyes. And then there are his attempts at poetry. I spent a good part of our journey from London pretending to be asleep. Unfortunately, that didn't stop him." For a moment, she worried she'd gone too far in disparaging her cousin. Edward was, after all, almost a stranger to her now, and she would never speak of Jeffrey, or indeed anyone, like that to someone outside the family.

      But Edward made her feel comfortable. He always had. A pity he didn't remember.

      He laughed again, easing her conscience. "I know what he's like. I worked for him briefly before Hughe took me on."

      "Hughe?"

      He colored a little and looked away. "Lord Oxley. Sometimes I call him Hughe."

      How intriguing. He'd indeed risen high if he was on first name terms with an earl. "You seem to have gone from one fop to another. How ever do you cope?"

      "Oxley's a good man once you get to know him."

      "He's certainly a brightly colored one. My cousin spotted him when you were both still a distance away. Poor Jeffrey. He'll feel rather drab beside the earl at dinner."

      He grinned again and offered her his arm. "You have certainly changed, Elizabeth. I don't recall you being so witty. Indeed, I don't recall you speaking much at all."

      She took his arm. The muscle flexed beneath her hand—a powerfully large muscle. "I, uh, didn't. Speak much that is." It was all she could manage. Being with Edward like this, laughing with him and touching him, was the stuff of her girlhood dreams. She didn't want to spoil it by saying the wrong thing.

      He led her back to the house, shortening his stride so she could keep up. "Tell me, has your sister changed much too?"

      Elizabeth's step faltered, but he held her steady. She wanted to remove her hand from his arm but didn't want to draw attention to her sinking disappointment.

      "You'll find out soon enough." They were already crossing the courtyard when she remembered why she'd gone to fetch Edward in the first place. "There's something I need to tell you before you go in."

      "Is it something to do with Arrabella?" The hint of hope in his voice clawed at her heart. He was in for a terrible shock all over again. It had been awful to watch him fall apart five years ago. It would be so much worse now that he was a man of fortitude.

      "I know you once harbored an affection for her." She waited for him to assure her he no longer did. He remained silent. "So I wanted to warn you that she's engaged to be married."

      He stopped. She stopped too. Silence wrapped around them, closing in. She found it hard to breathe. So did he, if the deep rise and fall of his chest was an indication. The muscles in his arm tensed beneath her hand and he stared at her, unblinking.

      "Edward, are you all right?"

      He inclined his head in a nod. "It has come as a shock, that's all," he murmured, looking to the house. "It shouldn't, considering her age and the rise of her kinsman, but…"

      But he'd hoped. Elizabeth had seen it in his eyes and now watched as it faded from them like a fire slowly dying.

      "She'd been so selective that I thought…I thought she'd never find a man who met all her standards. I waited too long. I should have returned before now." His quiet voice rambled, and Elizabeth suspected he wasn't entirely aware that he'd spoken aloud.

      She squeezed his arm, drawing his attention back to her. His haunted eyes were full of shadows. "You will recover, Edward. Indeed, this will give you the opportunity to move on."

      "Who is he?" The question came out as blunt and brutal as a hammer blow.

      Elizabeth swallowed the rest of her sympathy. He wasn't ready for it. "A baron named Greville. They met in London at the beginning of our stay in the city."

      A vein throbbed above the small ruff at his throat, yet the shadows cleared from his eyes. He squared his shoulders and looked stoically determined, as if this was merely one more hurdle to overcome in his quest to win Arrabella.

      "When is the marriage to take place?"

      "This summer, here at Sutton Hall."

      He flinched. "So soon." The arm she'd been holding dropped to his side like a stone. She let it go entirely. "Is he here too?"

      "He arrives tomorrow."

      He strode ahead, and she had to run to keep up. At the door, he seemed to collect himself and waited for her to pass through before he followed. They walked in silence to the dining room. All faces turned to stare at them upon their entry. Only Lord Oxley rose.

      "Ah, Monk, there you are," he said, beaming. "I believe you know Lord Lynden's family already."

      Elizabeth stole a glance at Edward. His cheeks were pink, and his gaze focused on one person. Arrabella. To Elizabeth's horror and shame, her sister presented him with her shoulder and studied the array of dishes on the table. She did not acknowledge him. Elizabeth felt sick to her stomach for Edward.

      "Do you not remember Edward Monk, Sister?" she snapped. "Surely you must. We were just discussing him in the parlor."

      Arrabella stiffened, and for one gut-churning moment, Elizabeth thought she'd show her true colors and announce that Edward wasn't worthy of discussion or some such cruelty. Perhaps if their mother hadn't loudly cleared her throat, Arrabella may have done so. Instead, she turned on a gentle smile. It was false of course, but hopefully Edward didn't realize it. As much as Elizabeth wanted him to wake up and see Arrabella for the viper she was, she didn't want his eyes opened in front of everybody. His love for her was almost as old as Elizabeth herself and could not be shaken off as easily as snow from a branch. Its removal would take much digging to get at its root and would undoubtedly leave deep scars.

      "My apologies," Arrabella said. "I had something in my eye." She touched the corner of her eye with her fingertip and blinked rapidly. "There. It's gone. Ah, yes, Mr. Monk! What a lovely surprise. You haven't changed a bit!"

      She smiled at him, and he bowed low. When he straightened, his cheeks were redder and his gaze soft as he drank in Arrabella's appearance.

      "Come and sit. Please, tell me all about your adventures since we last met. What was it, two years ago?"

      "Five," he corrected, "and three months."

      Her eyes widened. "That long! Well, Mr. Monk, I'm sure you've seen and done much in that time."

      "You used to call me Edward," he said as he sat beside her. "I would ask you to call me that again."

      "It's my privilege. And you may call me Arrabella."

      Privilege? What game was she playing? She was engaged to Lord Greville. She couldn't abide Edward's lowly standing five years ago. Yet here she was flirting with him! Elizabeth didn't want her to be rude to him, but she didn't want this either.

      It must have something to do with Lord Oxley's presence. Edward was his man, after all, and the earl seemed quite eager for him to be considered a gentleman worthy of joining them at the dinner table.

      Or perhaps it was Arrabella's way of rubbing salt into Edward's wounds. Let him think she liked him, then cut him to the quick later when nobody was looking. It was how she liked to operate.

      "It's very nice to see you again, Mr. Monk," Janet said as she heaped oysters onto her plate. "Have you heard our news? Arrabella is to be wed. To a baron no less."

      Elizabeth thanked God she'd had the foresight to warn him first. He answered with a smooth nod. "So Elizabeth told me. Congratulations, Arrabella."

      "A wedding!" Oxley burst out. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. "Marvelous! Wonderful! We should drink to the happy couple." He lifted his wine glass, and everybody followed suit. His eyes twinkled as he watched Edward over the rim.

      Edward seemed not to notice as he drank.

      "The wedding will take place here," Jeffrey said, puffing out his chest.

      "Not at Greville's own estate?" Edward asked, frowning.

      "I do like weddings and wedding feasts," Oxley cut in before anyone could answer.

      No doubt the first thing Jeffrey would do after his visitors retired was add Oxley to the guest list.

      "That makes two weddings in Sutton Grange," Edward said. "Our friend Cole—Nicholas Coleclough—is marrying the Cowdrey girl soon."

      "How delightful," Elizabeth said. "I'm eager to meet her as well as Mistress H—"

      "We are not in Sutton Grange," Jeffrey said, nostrils flaring. "And the Cowdreys are a rustic, rabble-rousing lot."

      "Not the new Cowdreys," Oxley declared with a wave of his glass that had Jeffrey's eyes widening with concern for his expensive drinking vessel. "And the Colecloughs certainly aren't."

      "Certainly aren't what?" Jeffrey asked.

      "Oh? Didn't I tell you, Lynden? Lucy Cowdrey's betrothed is a nobleman's son."

      Jeffrey began to choke. "But…he's a…!"

      "He's a gentleman who protects the deserving innocent. He has also worked for me in the past and is my friend, just as Monk is." The earl sounded far more serious than Elizabeth had heard him be so far. He spoiled the effect by stuffing boiled capon into his mouth and draining his glass of wine before he'd swallowed.

      Jeffrey nodded quickly. Whatever he'd been going to reveal about Nicholas Coleclough was to remain a secret.

      Jeffrey and Oxley fell into gossiping about London, leaving Elizabeth and her mother to watch Arrabella and Edward chatting. She did most of the talking, much of it also about London, who she met there, and the wonders of court and queen. The name of Lord Greville was invoked frequently. If Edward grew despondent about it, he didn't let on. He seemed to be listening attentively, smiling at the right moments and asking questions.

      "Good," Janet whispered. She leaned into Elizabeth, almost shoving her completely off the chair with her bulk.

      "Pardon?" Elizabeth whispered back.

      "Arrabella has mentioned Lord Greville countless times already. That ought to put him off."

      "Edward?"

      "Yes. Of course Edward." She clicked her tongue. "Who else? Did you see his eyes when he first saw her? He was positively enraptured with her beauty all over again, but now that he sees how Greville has engaged her affections, he won't do anything foolish."

      "Let's hope not," Elizabeth muttered, for once in total agreement with her mother.

      "Now, if only she'd captured the earl's attention in the same way."

      "I thought you were happy that Greville has 'engaged her affections,'" Elizabeth repeated.

      "I am. But Oxley is an earl." She said it as if he were a wizard who had just performed a magical feat.

      "Arrabella is in love with Greville. Even if she weren't, she'd not give a man like Oxley a second thought. He's not the sort she likes."

      "She could learn to like him. He's an earl."

      "Perhaps I ought to consider him," Elizabeth joked. "Indeed, marrying him would have two critical benefits. I'd outrank Arrabella and not have to be nursemaid to my mother."

      Janet savagely tore apart a hunk of bread. "Don't be ridiculous. An earl isn't going to be interested in you when your sister is in the room."

      Elizabeth sighed. Dinner was going to be an interminable affair.
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        * * *

      

      Edward Monk fixed his gaze on the back of Arrabella's elegant neck as she left the dining room with her sister and mother. He willed her to turn around and bestow a smile upon him, but she did not. The sister did. Elizabeth. He remembered her, but not well. She'd been a shy little thing back in the days he'd tried to court Arrabella, keeping to the shadows and speaking rarely. She'd certainly changed in the last five years. Her confidence had grown and her beauty with it. She was also surprisingly witty.

      She wasn't as pretty as her sister, but no woman was. Seeing Arrabella again had stolen Edward's breath from his chest and sent his heart pumping like a bellows. Her skin was as creamy as ever, her eyes like clear lakes and her figure luscious. He'd lain awake many nights thinking of her mouth—its shape and softness, the myriad ways in which she smiled or frowned, and how her lips tasted.

      He'd kissed her once. She was fourteen and just becoming aware of the effect she had men. She'd tested her new flirting skills out on him because he'd been safe. As a scrawny, stuttering eighteen-year-old son of a mere carpenter, she'd known him well enough to trust him. After an afternoon of feasting and revelry at the Shrove Tuesday festival, she'd taken his hand, dragged him behind the acting troupe's stage and kissed him on the lips. Ever since then, he'd been in love with her.

      And she him. She'd told him so. She'd said she adored him, desired him, thought him the most handsome boy in the village. She told him she'd give herself to him, but he must wait for her, save himself for her. He had waited, biding his time as he watched other men try to court her, only to fail. Years went by and he'd had enough of waiting. He asked her to marry him. She'd stared at him, that delicious mouth forming a perfect O, and said the words that had been permanently burned into his memory.

      I cannot be a carpenter's wife.

      Of course her father wouldn't have allowed their union. Fool that he'd been, Edward had hoped their love would be enough. It wasn't, Arrabella told him. Then she ordered him to forget her.

      He couldn't. Now, five years later, it was almost too late to prove that he'd changed for her. Almost. There was still time before she wed. Indeed, there was an entire day before her betrothed arrived at Sutton Hall. Enough time to convince her that he was a wealthy man now and would be a gentleman soon with his own coat of arms.

      He could also ask Hughe to speak to her mother and Lynden, subtly dropping hints that Edward could keep Arrabella in considerable comfort now. They would tell Greville that the betrothal was broken and send him away. She didn't love that fellow. Her display over dinner proved it. The same old signs of her affection were still there. Her easy chatter, the quick smile, the blushing as he complimented her on her beauty. She'd flirted with him just as much as she used to.

      He was utterly sure her affection for him hadn't waned in the intervening years. His feelings for her certainly hadn't.

      "Monk, are you listening?" Hughe's voice sliced through his pleasant thoughts like a blade.

      He tore his gaze away from the door through which the ladies had exited. "I am now."

      Hughe's jaw hardened, and for a moment, he allowed the mask to drop to show Edward his disappointment. Not in Edward's lack of interest in the conversation, but in his attention to Arrabella. Edward had told him on the ride to Sutton Hall that he was in love with her, and that he planned on leaving Hughe's employ as soon as she accepted his hand. Hughe hadn't been happy with the announcement. He didn't like it when his assassins fell in love. It was bad for business, he claimed, and not easy to find replacements. Edward used to believe that, but recently he'd begun to wonder if Hughe simply felt that his friends were deserting him. He was a difficult man to understand, and Edward couldn't be entirely sure what was in Hughe's thoughts.

      "Lynden was asking if you could remain here until the wedding either goes ahead or is called off," Hughe said.

      "It'll be called off," Edward said. "But why—"

      "Uh, actually, Oxley, I was hoping you would investigate him," Lynden said, waving off a servant who appeared at the door to clear away the dishes. Lynden didn't know that Hughe was the leader of a band of assassins and Edward his only remaining employee, so why was he asking him to investigate? And what did he want him to investigate? Greville?

      "Monk is capable," Hughe said.

      "Yes, yes, of course. I've employed him myself and found him discreet and efficient."

      Hughe filled his glass with more wine from the jug. "Then what's the problem?"

      "I, uh, think a more…refined touch is required with this matter."

      Refined? Ah, there it was. That word, the one that excluded Edward. He wasn't a gentleman yet. Hughe was. Greville too.

      Hughe's gaze slid to Edward's. "Lynden thinks Greville is hiding something. Something that might stop the marriage from proceeding."

      Lynden coughed, and his cheeks pinked, as if he were embarrassed to be airing his dirty linen. He should have remembered that Edward had seen some of that dirty linen already.

      "I'll happily investigate Greville on your behalf," Edward said, trying not to sound smug.

      Apparently he didn't try hard enough because Hughe shot him a pointed glare. "I'm sure you will," he muttered.

      "The Buckleys are my old friends. If there are suspicions over this man—"

      Lynden snorted. "Acquaintances, not friends." He reached for his glass. "Not even that really."

      While he wasn't looking, Hughe rolled his eyes at Edward to soften the blow, but it didn't amuse Edward like it usually would. The blow came down as hard as ever. Perhaps harder. It was going to be difficult to convince Lynden that Edward had risen far enough to be worthy of Arrabella.

      "Things are different now, my lord," he began, leaning forward.

      Hughe stopped him with a shake of his head. Perhaps he was right. It wasn't the right time. Edward needed to speak to Arrabella alone first.

      "Please, Oxley," Lynden said, suddenly covering Hughe's hand with his own. His eyelids lowered as if they were too heavy to keep open. "As a favor to me."

      Edward watched in amusement as Hughe calmly extracted his hand.

      "I don't do favors, or accept them in return," Hughe said stiffly. "Anyway, I have affairs to settle elsewhere."

      What affairs? As far as Edward knew, they had no targets to investigate or assassinate.

      Lynden sat back heavily in his chair and sighed. "Very well. Monk it shall be."

      "Is there any particular reason you think Greville may not be a suitable marriage prospect for Arrabella?" Edward asked. "Aside from the obvious, that is."

      "The obvious?"

      He shrugged one shoulder. "She's not in love with him."

      "Oh, she is. Very much so. That's the problem. Love should be left for dalliances, not marriage. Everyone is happier that way, don't you agree, Oxley?"

      "Quite agree," Hughe said with a deep sigh. "Marriage is a business to be avoided for as long as possible. Unfortunately my mother, the Dowager Countess, disagrees. Duty and all that."

      Lynden studied his glass and nodded. "It makes me glad my mother is dead."

      Edward cleared his throat. "The reasons, my lord?"

      "Ah yes." Lynden straightened. "They met at court. You know what it's like there lately, Oxley. Tell your man how the queen ages, and everybody worries. No heir has been announced, and nobody knows who to throw their support behind. One thing about the next monarch is almost certain; however, it will not be a Catholic. When Arrabella came to me and told me that Greville was going to ask for her hand, I questioned some courtiers. It seems there are suspicions that the younger brother is a secret papist."

      "That's a serious accusation," Edward said. Catholic dissidents were not only heavily fined for their non-attendance at a Church of England mass, but many Catholic nobles were suspected of plotting against the Protestant queen. It was a dangerous thing to be a papist.

      Hughe slumped in his chair. The position, as well as the padding he'd strapped around his stomach, made him appear dissolute. In many ways, it wasn't far from the truth, although Hughe's body was as lean and muscular as Edward's. "A man cannot be held accountable for his brother's sin," he said.

      Lynden held up his hands. "I agree, most vehemently. But my fear is that Greville is a papist too. You must discover whether he is or not, Monk."

      "Why did you initially ask Lord Oxley to investigate?" Edward asked.

      Again Lynden's cheeks reddened. He twisted the stem of his wine glass between his fingers. The fine Venetian glass sparkled in the sunlight streaming through the window. "His company brightens this place up immeasurably!"

      "I do try to make up for my man's lack of color," Hughe said with a sour look at Edward's black garb.

      Edward narrowed his gaze at his friend, but Hughe ignored him. He rose and bowed to Lord Lynden. "We must leave you, I'm afraid."

      Lynden's face fell. "So soon? I had hoped you'd walk with me through the garden. Er, or with my cousin."

      "Which one?"

      "Arrabella of course."

      "Thank you, but no. We must be away. I leave early tomorrow morning and have some matters to attend to first."

      "You wish to walk with the other one?"

      "Elizabeth," Edward told him. "Her name's Elizabeth."

      "If you prefer her, Oxley, she's available. Perhaps more so than her sister since there is no prior betrothal. And she's a very…interesting girl. Some would say amusing."

      "But others would not?" Hughe snorted. "No, thank you. I don't wish to walk with any girl who may want to trap me into matrimony. Now, I must leave you altogether, but Monk will return to the house later. I expect him to be kept in the style befitting my friend and not a servant."

      "Of course." Lynden clasped Hughe's arm with both his hands. "Safe journey, Oxley. Be sure to keep yourself in good health so you can hurry back to me—er, us—in time for the wedding."

      Hughe extricated himself and signaled for Edward to follow him. They left the dining room and passed through a series of rooms decorated in rich colors. The ladies were in none of them. Edward wondered if that had been intentional on Mistress Buckley's part to stop him seeing Arrabella again. No matter. He would be back before nightfall.

      Outside, the gravel crunched underfoot as they made their way to the stables. Before he'd gotten far, an odd sensation swamped him. Someone watched.

      Arrabella.

      However, it wasn't her face that peered down at him from a high window, but her sister's. She lifted a hand and waved. He waved back then hurried to catch up to Hughe who'd stopped a little ahead to wait for him.

      "I thought it was the other one who loved you," he said.

      "It is. Elizabeth is just being friendly."

      Hughe merely grunted.
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      Elizabeth rejoined her sister and mother in the less formal parlor just as Jeffrey strode in from the direction of the dining room.

      Janet held out her hand to Elizabeth. "Well?"

      Damnation. She'd forgotten her mother's fan. She'd promised to fetch it from her apartments, but had gotten distracted by Edward leaving with Oxley. It had surprised her when he'd turned to look at her. Her first instinct had been to pull back, but she was glad she didn't. That was the sort of thing she used to do when she was younger, but not anymore.

      "I couldn't find it," she said.

      Janet clicked her tongue. "It's in the trunk near the bed. Did you look in there?"

      "I think so."

      "Good lord, Lizzie, must I look for it myself?" She did not get up, however, but flapped her hand in front of her face. "It is so hot. Do you not have a cooler room, Jeffrey? Jeffrey? Are you listening?"

      Jeffrey moved away from the window with a deep sigh. Elizabeth took up the position in the embrasure and watched as Edward and Lord Oxley rode away from the house. "You spoke, Aunt?" he said.

      "It is too hot in here," she moaned. "Look at my ankles." She lifted her skirt to reveal her ankles. "They're the size of tree trunks!"

      "Shall I have wine brought to you straight from the cellar?"

      "I suppose that will have to do. Fetch more of Mrs. Holt's succades too. They're terribly soothing."

      Jeffrey bowed. To Elizabeth, he said, "Be a good girl and see to your mother's needs."

      "And don't forget my fan this time," Janet said.

      "Bella, will you come with me?" Elizabeth asked.

      Arrabella looked up from her sewing. "Why?"

      "For company."

      "Since when did you need company to run errands?"

      "I thought we could discuss how you'd like me to arrange your hair for the wedding."

      "Oh yes, let's." Arrabella carelessly threw her sewing into the basket at her feet as if she couldn't be rid of it quickly enough.

      "I already know how her hair will be arranged," Janet protested.

      "I know you do, Mother," Arrabella said with a placating smile. "But since Lizzie will be the one arranging it, I need to tell her your ideas. Shall we walk in the orchard, Sis? It's so pretty out there today."

      Their mother clicked her tongue again. "It's too hot. Stay indoors and out of the sun. You don't want freckles on your wedding day."

      "Yes, Mother."

      "Don't forget the succades, Elizabeth!"

      "Before you go," Jeffrey said. "I ought to tell you that Mr. Monk will be staying with us for a while."

      Elizabeth went very still. Edward. Here. Under the same roof. She turned her face away so nobody could see her blush.

      "What!" Janet exploded. "Whatever for?"

      "Lord Oxley asked me to accommodate him, and I agreed."

      "Good lord," Arrabella muttered. "That's all I need."

      Elizabeth whipped round to face her sister. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "It means he stretches my nerves to breaking point when he behaves like a lovesick puppy."

      "You ought to be flattered that such a man takes notice of a spoiled cat like you."

      Arrabella spluttered, sending spittle onto the rush matting. "You jealous little mouse. Is it my fault I have men begging me to marry them, and you have none? Hmmm? And what do you mean 'such a man'? He's nothing but a carpenter, Lizzie. He may be handsome and strong, but so are dozens of other men and most of them with prospects better than Edward's."

      "He is also kind, clever—"

      "Girls!" Jeffrey snapped, holding up his hands for peace. "Go on your mother's errands and take your petty squabbles with you." He shook his head. "Honestly," he added in a mutter. "This house was so much quieter before women invaded it."

      Elizabeth stormed out, her sister at her heels. "Slow down," Arrabella called out.

      Elizabeth walked faster.

      "Lizzie, wait. I thought you wanted to talk about my hair."

      "I don't particularly care how you look for your wedding, Bella."

      Arrabella gasped. "You don't care! Elizabeth, I am your sister. How can you not care about me?"

      In the same way you don't care about me, Elizabeth wanted to tell her. "It was a ruse to get you away from Mother, so we could talk privately."

      Arrabella came up beside her, puffing hard. "Are you going to lecture me about Edward Monk again?"

      "Wait until we're outside."

      "I am not at your service, Lizzie. I cannot be beckoned to follow you like a dog." Nevertheless, she followed anyway.

      Elizabeth asked a maid they encountered on the stairs to fetch wine and succades for her mother and the fan from her bedchamber too, then headed outside with her sister. She didn't stop to speak until they were in the shade of the apple trees. The air smelled sweet, and the sunshine soothed her anger a little. It was an afternoon made for lazing on the grass and daydreaming, but unfortunately she had to contend with her sister.

      "You shouldn't call him that," she said.

      "You do want to talk about Edward again," Arrabella said on a groan.

      "Calling him a lovesick puppy demeans him. It's cruel."

      Arrabella plopped down on a grassy patch beneath a large tree with dense foliage. "I can't believe you're beating that old drum again. Let’s talk about my hair instead."

      Elizabeth sat beside her and drew her skirt up to her knees to cool her legs. "I wanted to ask you what it was you said to Edward at dinner."

      Arrabella drew her skirt up too, to her mid-thigh. She kicked off her shoes and waggled her stockinged toes. "Nothing that I can recall now. Just idle chatter. Why?"

      "You didn't tell him that you weren't in love with him perchance?"

      "Of course not."

      "Why?"

      Arrabella looked at Elizabeth as if she were a simpleton. "He didn't ask anything of me, and the subject never came up. I told you, it was just idle chatter."

      "But you could see that he is still in love with you. Everyone could. It was obvious," she added quietly.

      Arrabella gave a predatory smile. It sent a chill down Elizabeth's spine. "Oh yes. As much as ever."

      "Why let him think that he has a chance with you? It's too cruel, Bella." Too cruel to him and too cruel to her. Unless he was free of her sister, he could never be Elizabeth's.

      Arrabella leaned against the tree trunk and drew her skirt up even further, almost at the junction of her thighs. Elizabeth looked around to ensure no gardeners were in sight. "It's not what he wanted to hear," Arrabella said.

      "Why do you always have to do exactly what everybody wants and expects? It's infuriating."

      "Only to you. Besides, I didn't want to create a scene in front of Lord Oxley."

      Elizabeth blinked at her. Her sister actually made a good point. It was surprising that she'd considered Edward's feelings at all. Still, she shouldn't have encouraged him either. "So why flirt with him?"

      "I wasn't flirting."

      "You were."

      "I was simply being me. If men take it the wrong way, that's their fault."

      Elizabeth lay down on her back with a groan and flopped a hand over her eyes. "Poor Edward. It's going to be a shock when he sees you for what you really are. And one day, he will see."

      Arrabella said nothing.

      "He's too good for you," Elizabeth went on. "Much too good. When you're old and ugly, you'll be sorry you didn't realize that earlier."

      She expected Arrabella to tell her she'd never be ugly, but her sister remained quiet. Surely she hadn't fallen asleep already. Elizabeth opened her eyes and was surprised to see her sister staring at her, her lips a little apart.

      "You…you're in love with him," Arrabella whispered.

      Elizabeth felt a hot flush spread over her face and ripple across her scalp. She closed her eyes and put her hand over them again to hide her embarrassment.

      Arrabella burst out laughing. "My God! You are."

      Elizabeth clamped her mouth shut. Anything she said would make matters worse, so she remained quiet.

      "Oh, darling Sis," Arrabella said, her voice serious. "I fear for your heart. I truly do. Poor Edward is still in love with me, and I'm sure he always will be."

      Elizabeth tried not to let her words touch her, but it was so hard. She wanted to shout at her sister, claw her eyes out. She wanted to cry too, until there were no tears left.

      "I can do something about that, Lizzie. Next time I'm alone with Edward, I'll tell him you love him—"

      "No!" Elizabeth sat up. "Don't you dare!"

      Arrabella pouted. "I'm trying to help you."

      "I don't want your help. If you care about me at all, you will tell Edward nothing. Understand?"

      Arrabella clicked her tongue in the exact manner of their mother. Elizabeth knew it was all the response she'd get, but she was sure her sister would obey her wishes. Reasonably sure.

      A gardener approached them between the rows of apple trees, whistling as he checked the unripened fruit. Elizabeth pushed the hem of her skirt down to her ankles. Her sister did not. She closed her eyes, pretending to be asleep. Elizabeth went to flick Arrabella's skirt down anyway, but the gardener spotted them at that moment. He stopped whistling and nodded a greeting without taking his eyes off Arrabella's legs.

      Elizabeth cleared her throat and he continued on his way. "You never learn," she hissed at her sister.

      Arrabella opened her eyes. "What are you talking about?"

      "You court the attentions of men you have no interest in. It's unfair."

      Arrabella stood. Her skirt swished around her legs and settled into place. "You are such a prig, Lizzie. You're going to die a dried up old maid with that attitude."

      "At least my conscience will be clear."

      "At least I won't be stuck living with Mother for the rest of my life." Arrabella slipped on her shoes and strode off in the direction of the house.

      Elizabeth sighed and watched her go. Perhaps her sister was right. Perhaps she would die not knowing the feel of a man's hand on her bare thigh, or his kiss on her lips. It wasn't that she didn't want to feel those things, and more. She most certainly did.

      The problem was, the only man she did want to entice into her bed hardly even noticed she existed.
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        * * *

      

      Hughe's manservant met Edward and Hughe at the door to one of the guest parlors at the Plough Inn with a sealed letter. Hughe scanned the script and threw it onto a table with a grunt of irritation. It slid off and landed on the rushes. The servant picked it up and placed it on the table and waited for instructions from his master.

      "Leave us," Hughe told him. "Send up ales then take the rest of the afternoon off. We leave early in the morning."

      The servant departed, and Hughe sat in a chair with a heavy sigh. He rubbed his thigh. The old injury he sported must have been aching. He removed his hat and set it with more care on the table than he did the letter. The parlor linked two bedchambers, one each for Hughe and Edward. It wasn't large, but suited their needs. Indeed, the Plough Inn's rooms were better than many that Edward had slept in since joining Hughe's band of assassins eight months before. His mattress was free of lice, and fresh water was brought to his room every morning. When he was in disguise, and not known as the Earl of Oxley's man, he'd stayed in some hovels that weren't fit for rats. When he did travel with Hughe—and Hughe was being himself—he lived like a king. Quite a change from being crammed into a three-room house with his entire family of seven.

      Arrabella couldn't fail to notice how far he'd risen since they last met.

      Arrabella. God's blood, she'd looked as beautiful as ever. She'd not changed in the least. She could still melt a thousand hearts with that smile. Still tempt him with a mere lowering of her lashes and one coy glance in his direction. Thank God he'd saved himself for her. The night he finally held her in his arms and claimed her would be pure pleasure.

      All he had to do was convince her that he was a better man than Greville. By her smiles and keen interest in him over dinner, it was clear that she was still in love with Edward. Greville didn't stand a chance.

      "Aren't you going to read that?" Edward asked, nodding at the letter. "It could be important."

      "It's from Cybil."

      Cybil was Lady Fitzwilliam, the wife of the elderly Lord Fitzwilliam, and Hughe's current mistress. At least, Edward thought she was his current one. Perhaps she was the previous one. He couldn't keep up. The man had a different mistress every week it seemed. Most of them were like Lady Fitzwilliam, young and beautiful and married to elderly men. Others were women too far beneath his status to be more than bedding partners. All were willing. None were eligible. Hughe fled from women in search of a husband like the nobility fled the city during the plague.

      Edward picked up the letter. "Read it. You at least owe her that."

      "She'll only berate me."

      "Then it's less than you deserve."

      Hughe arched an imperial eyebrow. "Would you like to polish your halo now, or shall I order one of the servants to do it?"

      Hughe was mostly an amiable fellow, and Edward liked him, but there were some aspects of his friend's behavior he loathed. The way he treated his mistresses chief among them. The earl thought nothing of discarding them in favor of another, but only after the woman in question had fallen in love with him.

      "She's a good woman," Edward said, shaking the letter in Hughe's face. "Read it."

      "She was fun, until she grew serious and began talking of love."

      "That's your own fault. You charmed her into your bed and made her fall in love with you." He shoved the letter right under Hughe's nose.

      Hughe snatched it and removed a knife from his belt. "I warned her that I don't believe in love."

      "How can you not believe in love after everything you've seen?"

      Hughe sliced through the seal with more force than necessary. "Your heart is too soft for your own good, Monk. You'd better be careful or that girl will crush it."

      "Your problem is that your heart is too cold."

      Hughe flicked the letter with his finger. "Did you and Cybil write this together? That's exactly what she states here. 'There's ice inside your heart.' Ah, listen to this, it's almost poetic. 'You are no gentleman, but a cur not fit to lick my boots let alone my—' Perhaps I should end it there. It goes on in a rather repetitive tone." He folded the letter and returned it to the table beside his preposterous hat. "Cybil has quite the vulgar tongue. It was one reason I liked her in the beginning. She was vulgar in bed too."

      "Stop it, Hughe. I don't want to hear it."

      "Of course you don't. Too much talk of vulgar women will make you want to break your vow, Monk."

      Edward looked away, his face heating. He'd not discussed his inexperience with anyone, yet he knew Hughe had investigated him thoroughly, including that aspect. He'd never mentioned it before, however, which meant Edward must have riled him to snapping point. Whatever was it about Cybil and her letter that had pushed him to the limit?

      Hughe kicked off his boots and stretched out his long legs. A knock at the door announced the arrival of their ales. A bouncy breasted maid bobbed an awkward curtsy at Hughe. He smiled at her as if she were a bright spot on a dark day. She blushed fiercely and almost spilled ale from the jug before Edward rescued the tray. She stammered out her thanks and blushed harder than ever. Hughe dismissed her with a slight bow and another smile.

      "Flirting with the maids now, are we?" Edward said, pouring ale from the jug into the tankards.

      "Merely reminding myself of my masculinity. Being the dandy can shake its foundations on occasion."

      "Dinner with Lynden being one of those occasions?"

      Hughe accepted the tankard with a grunt. "Next time he makes eyes at me, I'll thank you not to laugh."

      Edward felt the tension slip from his shoulders like water. His friend was back to being simply Hughe again and not the prick of an earl he played at times. "But it was hilarious."

      "Not from where I was sitting."

      "Hughe, if you wish to dress like a dandy, you have to expect advances from others with tendencies that bend in that direction."

      "The man needs to be careful if he doesn't want to be arrested. Anyway, I ought to be able to dress how I like and not suffer unwanted attentions from either male or female. It's most tiring."

      "It was rather diverting for me. Just wait until I tell Cole and Orlando."

      "Do that and I'll run you through with my sword."

      Edward grinned. "A little murderous conduct will put to bed any rumors of feminine proclivities. Perhaps you ought to start a fight or two in the taproom later. Better yet, bed all the women in the village then start a fight."

      Hughe gave him a withering glare. "Have you quite finished?"

      "I could go on."

      "And I may just do as you say and sleep with all the women in the village." He leaned forward. "And the ones up at Sutton Hall. That Arrabella Buckley is a peach just waiting to be—"

      Edward shot out of his chair and grabbed Hughe by his oversized lace collar. He pulled it tight at his throat, but the flimsy material unpinned and came away in his hands.

      "Don't speak about her like that again," Edward growled, returning to his seat.

      Hughe watched him through lowered lashes. He looked lazy enough, innocent almost, like the dandy he portrayed in public. Yet, if one knew the real Hughe, it was easy to see the strength in his hands, the force of will lurking at the corners of his eyes and the determined set of his jaw. Hughe wasn't a man to be teased or tested. Not if one wanted to remain alive and unharmed.

      "You love her." Hughe's voice was flat, apparently disinterested. Edward knew he was not.

      "I do."

      "And you think she reciprocates, despite being betrothed?"

      "You and I both know betrothals are not always between lovers. Besides, you saw how she was with me at dinner."

      "All I saw was a woman who likes the attentions of men flirting with you."

      Edward's blood heated in his veins. His grip tightened on the tankard. "That wasn't flirting."

      "Looked like it to me."

      "You're no expert on matters of the heart, Hughe." He nodded at the letter.

      "Flirting has nothing to do with the heart. You should remember that, Monk, if you wish your heart to remain whole."

      Edward fell silent. He stared at the liquid in his tankard, imagining Arrabella's pretty face. The face that came to mind wasn't Arrabella's, but her sister's. It must have been because hers was the last he saw of the two.

      "Tell me about her." Hughe spoke quietly, seriously, the goading tone having vanished as rapidly as it had risen.

      So Edward did. He'd kept his feelings to himself for so long that they wanted to be aired. It would be safe to do so with Hughe. Whatever his faults, he would never betray a confidence. What Edward told him would go no further than this room.

      He told Hughe about growing up as a carpenter's son and falling in love with the local gentleman's daughter. Her cousin Jeffrey Lynden hadn't inherited his title then, but she'd still been far above Edward's lowly reach. She'd rejected his suit, knowing her father wouldn't approve.

      "Still, I persisted. I declared my love so many times that I lost count." He smiled, remembering the way she used to blush when he got down on one knee, or when he handed her a bunch of wildflowers. Her soft kisses on his cheek had encouraged him to try again, and again. "When my parents were still alive, they begged me to set my feelings aside and look to more suitable girls in the village, but I refused. I loved her, and she loved me."

      "She told you that?"

      He shook his head. "She wasn't so forward."

      Hughe frowned and fell into silence. He sipped his ale thoughtfully.

      "The one barrier to a union between us was our different stations. She was the daughter of a wealthy gentleman, and I a carpenter's son and apprentice. Once that barrier was removed, I knew we could be wed. So I set about removing it. When my parents died suddenly I closed my father's shop. I left the village and traveled the country, seeking a patron." He shrugged. "I wasn't really sure what I was going to do, but I knew I couldn't become a better man stuck in Upper Wayworth my entire life. Luckily, I found Lord Whipple."

      "The Catholic."

      "A good gentleman. He was kind to me. He educated me and allowed me to live in his gatehouse in return for my labor on the estate."

      "So his patronage came at a price."

      "Doesn't everything?"

      Hughe gave a nod. "Go on. What else happened during your time with Whipple? I've discovered very little about you from those days."

      "Whipple taught me how to speak like a gentleman, and how to read and write. He taught me how to interact with my betters, and how to command respect from other men. I stopped working as a laborer and took on various roles for his lordship, including assisting the land steward and even representing Whipple in business matters during his illness. I grew up under Whipple's tutelage," he said softly. "He was like a father to me, and I regretted moving on. But I had to. Whipple didn't pay overmuch, and I needed money. Without it, I couldn't buy myself a coat of arms."

      "Lynden hired you upon Whipple's recommendation."

      "For a grand sum, yes. It was more money than I'd ever seen in my life, until I worked for you." Edward hadn't been sure about assassinating people at first, but Hughe and his men assured him they only assassinated the deserving who evaded justice. Besides, Hughe paid exceedingly well.

      "Yet you never forgot Arrabella Buckley," Hughe said.

      "Never."

      "Now what? You plan to convince her to forget Greville and marry you instead."

      "I do."

      Hughe lowered his head, shaking it. "Fool."

      Edward didn't resent Hughe's bitterness. Losing Rafe, Orlando and Cole in quick succession to women had been a blow to him. Now he was faced with losing another. His last assassin. "If you don't want to lose me to Arrabella, why did you suggest to Lynden that I stay and investigate Greville?"

      "Because unlike you, I'm convinced that the more time you spend with her, the more you'll come to realize you don't love her after all."

      Edward eyed his friend. What was he playing at? "That's absurd."

      "Believe me, you'll soon be cured."

      "How can you know?"

      "I know women."

      "And?"

      "And that woman…she's not for you."

      Edward stood and grabbed Hughe by his doublet. "What is that supposed to mean?"

      Hughe held up his hands in surrender. Edward let him go. The fine silk was now a creased mess over the earl's heart. "Just an observation. I could be wrong."

      "You are." Edward strode out of the parlor into the adjoining bedchamber. He undressed and threw his belt and doublet onto the bed.

      Damn Hughe to hell. He knew nothing about women's minds or hearts. How could he when he treated his mistresses so poorly? Arrabella might not be Edward's yet, but she would be as soon as he told her that his quest to become a gentleman was almost complete. On his last visit to London, he'd paid the College of Heralds an excessive sum to overlook his base-born status and grant him a coat of arms. It was only a matter of time before it came to be.
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