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      March 27, 1839, Rosemount House dining room, Mayfair

      For a reason she knew quite well, dinner was dragging on entirely too long. Deciding it was time for the dessert course, Estelle Jones Tennison, Countess of Everly and known to her friends as Stella, waved at the footman who stood ready at the end of the dining room. He disappeared through a panel in the wall, and she turned her attention back to the conversation that had her son and daughter at odds over something their father had been discussing.

      Probably something to do with plants or trees. Something about changing colors being a sign of something important.

      Although she was usually interested enough to follow whatever they talked about over the formal meal, Stella found she was distracted this evening.

      The encounter with Lord Framingham earlier that afternoon had been so unexpected, so unnerving, she had replayed it in her mind’s eye at least a dozen times in an effort to determine if it had really happened or if she had merely imagined it.

      Wincing at the thought that she could have conjured such a despicable situation, Stella decided that, yes, it had happened.

      Lord Framingham had propositioned her at the counter in Floris.

      Until that day, the perfumery shop had been her favorite store in Jermyn Street. She and her best friend, Nike Bradley, would marvel over the latest in hair brushes and combs, toothbrushes and shaving tools, and of course, perfumes and colognes. Now it would be forever tainted with the reminder of what the marquess had said to her as his bushy brows waggled and his pudgy ringed finger traced the outline of her jaw.

      “I would very much like to tup you over the edge of my library table,” he had whispered as his eyes gleamed with delight. “Is there a chance you have finished your last affaire and might be amenable to a new one?”

      Shocked, not only by what he wished to do to her—and where—Stella wondered how he had the impression she’d ever had an affaire. She’d only ever been with her husband, Harold. For over twenty-two years, she had only ever shared a bed with him.

      When she recovered somewhat from the scandalous query, Stella shook her head and said, “You must have me confused with a different countess, my lord. I’ve never engaged in an affaire in my entire life.”

      The marquess furrowed the brows that had been dancing only a moment ago, his expression sobering. “Well, then allow me to be your first,” he said, as if he were offering her the world.

      Given his girth and the odor that permeated the air around them—definitely not a scent Floris had created in the back room—his world was not one she wanted.

      Stella had angled her head to one side and adopted the most apologetic voice she could manage. “Although I appreciate the offer, my lord, I am afraid I must decline. Everly would be terribly jealous should he discover what we’d done, and although he’s a horrible shot, he’s an excellent swordsman.” She leaned in closer, attempting to hold her breath lest the man’s body odor cause her to faint, and added, “I should hate for you to lose a particularly... proud part.” Her glance down confirmed that beneath his portly middle, his pantaloons were tented where only moments ago they displayed a more rounded silhouette.

      Her comment must have hit the mark, for Lord Framingham hissed and immediately moved away. “I trust you’ll keep our little tête-à-tête between us?”

      Stella exhaled softly. “Of course, my lord. Good day.” She dipped a curtsy and took her leave of the shop. Her lady’s maid had been forced to practically run after her as she made her way to the Everly town coach.

      Stella felt terrible when she had to send Thompson back into the shop to finish ordering her favorite perfume.

      If only Nike had been able to join her on this day, she was sure Framingham would have kept his distance. But one of Nike’s children had come down with a cold, and she had insisted on remaining home with him. “Despite having a nursemaid, you did the same,” Nike reminded her when Stella practically begged her to come along for her weekly foray in Jermyn Street.

      Stella had to agree. Had her two children still been the age of Nike’s youngest, she would have remained at home as well.

      But they were grown now. Old enough to be out on their own. At least Alexander was. At one-and-twenty, he might have looked like a Greek god, but he didn’t allow his handsome features and otherwise charmed life to get in the way of his avocation—metallurgy. He was determined to create beautiful things with gold and silver. His choice of colors with respect to gemstones wasn’t always pleasing, but his craftsmanship was exquisite.

      Helen, about eighteen and anxious for her come-out, was learning everything her father deigned to teach her with respect to botany. Stella wasn’t sure if she did so just to earn her father’s approval or if she was truly interested in the natural sciences. Either way, if Helen didn’t end up married to an aristocrat after her come-out this year, she would probably agree to a marriage with a member of the Royal Society. She had been introduced to nearly every member in the course of her eighteen years.

      As for Stella’s husband, the few minutes alone in the coach had her reviewing her entire married life in her mind’s eye.

      Harold Tennison, Earl of Everly, hadn’t been particularly amorous after their first few years together. They had since settled into a comfortable routine in Rosemount House in Park Lane—perhaps too comfortable. Harold joined her in her bedchamber most Saturday nights. They spoke of mundane topics for a few moments, and then they made love.

      Their sessions were by no means earth-shattering. The bed shook, of course, the headboard sometimes thumping against the wall. Barely mussed, the bed linens were easily put to rights. Harold would thank her profusely for the tumble, sleep for a few minutes, kiss her on the cheek, and then remove himself to his own bedchamber by way of the connecting dressing room.

      Given their routine, Stella couldn’t exactly claim they were having an affaire. But for Lord Framingham to infer that she was having an affaire... that meant someone’s tongue was wagging, either in a Mayfair parlor or in a men’s club.

      Or perhaps Framingham was merely testing her?

      The thought was a relief, but at the very same time it angered her. How dare the marquess infer she was ripe for the plucking? Or poking? Or tupping?

      Perhaps her ire had her heated enough, for a waft of her perfume drifted in front of her nose.

      The same perfume she had used since she had married Harold.

      As the footman set her dessert plate in front of her, she vowed she would have the perfumer create something new for her. Something more sophisticated. Something a bit less floral. More spicy.

      Something to wake up her husband.

      The thought had her lifting her gaze to discover he was looking at her.

      “This dessert is delicious,” he announced, as if he hadn’t been eating the same dessert every Wednesday night for the past twenty years.

      Alex and Helen chimed in with their positive reviews as Stella held her husband’s gaze. Rather than say anything in response, she merely arched a brow.

      Harold blinked.

      When he didn’t look away, she slipped her tongue over the lower edge of her lip.

      He blinked again.

      Not exactly a seductress, Stella angled her head to one side and drew a finger along the edge of her low neckline.

      Harold swallowed. “Are you... are you flirting with me?” he asked, his voice a half-octave higher than usual.

      Stella blinked as she exhaled. Loudly. “Yes, as a matter of fact,” she replied, sounding ever so disappointed.

      “Mother!” Helen scolded from her right, her look of shock appropriate for one her age.

      “Good for you, Mother,” Alex said from her left, his grin magnifying his handsome features.

      Stella decided he was now her favorite.

      Aiming a lopsided grin in her direction, her husband seemed to grow three inches taller in his chair. Perhaps he was growing in another area as well, for he turned his attention to the footman and said, “I will forgo port on this night.”

      Stella turned her gaze onto Helen and said, “I’m going to forgo tea this evening. But do stay at the table and have some port with your brother. Continue your conversation on photo sin the sis—”

      “Photosynthesis, Mother,” Alexander interrupted.

      “Whilst I engage your father in a completely different science.”

      Harold leaned toward his son and murmured, “She’s referring to magnetism.”

      Alexander rolled his eyes. “I rather doubt that’s what she’s thinking, Father.”

      Helen’s eyes widened as she watched first her mother and then her father rise from their chairs and depart from the dining room.

      When she and her brother were alone, Helen watched with glee as the footman set a glass of port in front of her and then did the same with Alex. “They’re going to make love, aren’t they?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

      His attention on the bite of dessert on his fork, Alexander said, “If they remember how.”

      The comment left Helen with her brows furrowed. She drank the port in one swallow.
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      The following day, Ewen & Ewen in Ludgate Hill

      Margaret Ewen pinched an emerald between her left thumb and forefinger and held it up to the light from a nearby window. She sucked in a breath.

      About to recite its qualities, she couldn’t when her caller said, “It’s perfect, isn’t it?”

      Dropping the gemstone onto the black velvet that covered the middle of her messy desk, Margaret lifted her gaze to regard her visitor with suspicion. “In a manner of speaking, yes,” she admitted. “From where did you get it, Mister...?”

      “Smith-Jones,” the short man replied as he gave a bow. “Lately of Manchester, but now of London.” His attention darted to the news sheet that lay atop several others on her desk. “Follow the gossip, do ya?” he asked as he pointed to the latest issue of The Tattler.

      “Only for the advertisements,” Margaret murmured, as she placed the stone beneath a loupe. She struggled to withhold a sound of appreciation, for it was apparent the emerald was perfect. There were no occlusions, and the gem cutter had done an exceptional job on the facets.

      Had she done business with the odd little man who stood before her at some point in the past, Margaret wouldn’t have been so suspicious. But she had never seen him before. Anyone bringing her a gemstone for valuation—and only one—meant he could be a thief looking to sell a recent illegally acquired piece from a jewelry heist, or he could merely be a down-on-his-luck aristocrat in need of funds for his next visit to a gaming hell.

      Sellers of single gems were rarely legitimate sellers.

      As if he sensed her hesitancy, he cleared his throat. “It fell out of this,” the man said as he held out a gold band.

      Margaret furrowed a brow as she reached for the ornate ring, keeping her withered left arm close to her body as she did so in an effort to hide it. “Rather fortunate the stone was not lost,” she commented as she examined the gold filigree around the setting. She thought she recognized the familiar design as one done by a jeweler at Rundell and Bridge, but it could have been the creation of any jeweler in London.

      “My mother was wearing it in the coach when we were on our way back here to London,” Mr. Smith-Jones explained. “Her sister recently died, so she’s seeing to closing her house. Paying her creditors and all.”

      “Do you wish for it to be reset?” Margaret asked. “One of the prongs appears to be bent quite badly. My father can do the repair, though. It will only take a day or two at most.”

      Mr. Smith-Jones lowered his head. “My aunt’s estate is in need of funds, miss. Is there a chance you would buy the stone and the gold? For a fair price, of course?”

      Usually able to discern when someone was lying, Margaret found she couldn’t determine if Mr. Smith-Jones was attempting to pull the wool over her eyes or if he was really what he claimed. Although she had reviewed the list of items that had been reported stolen—a list provided by a Bow Street Runner who specialized in solving jewelry thefts—Margaret couldn’t remember a mention of an emerald ring.

      Before she could give Mr. Smith-Jones an answer, her father appeared in the doorway.

      “Ah, Mr. Bridge,” she said quickly, a code name she used to let her father know she was suspicious of a gem seller. “Mr. Smith-Jones is wondering if we might buy this perfect emerald and the gold ring it used to decorate,” she said as she held up the ring.

      Tall and lean, his physique kept trim from fencing, Adam Ewen regarded Mr. Smith-Jones with an assessing glance before he turned his attention to the gold ring his daughter held out to him. He took it and gave it a passing glance. “Looks like John’s work,” he murmured, confirming Margaret’s assessment. “What ever did you use to bend the prong so badly?”

      Mr. Smith-Jones gave a quick glance in Adam’s direction. “Oh, I didn’t, sir. My aunt was merely careless. Hit it on a post—”

      “Your aunt? In the coach?” Margaret clarified, her expression suggesting she hadn’t heard his earlier claim. She was sure he had said it was his mother who was wearing the ring when the damage happened.

      “Yes, yes. The post... inside the coach. The one she hung onto when the driver took the turns too quickly,” Mr. Smith-Jones claimed, his eyes widening.

      “You aunt’s name was...?” Adam half-asked as he exchanged a quick glance with Margaret.

      “Caroline,” Mr. Smith-Jones said quickly. “Uh... Lady Caroline.”

      “Oh, Lady Framingham,” Adam said with a roll of his eyes.

      “Yes! Yes! That’s her name,” Mr. Smith-Jones affirmed. When neither Margaret nor Adam made a move, he frowned. “She’s my favorite aunt.”

      “Who seems to have no nephews of record,” Adam said with a sigh.

      Realizing he’d been caught, Mr. Smith-Jones attempted to leave the office, but Adam stepped into his path and held up a staying hand.

      “Mr. Bridge, you really must let me depart. My mother is waiting—”

      “Lady Caroline Framingham is alive and well and missing her favorite emerald ring,” Adam stated.

      Mr. Smith-Jones’ eyes rounded. “Well, I... I didn’t take it,” he claimed. “I... I found it. In the gutter. In New Bond Street.”

      “Oh. Well, then you’ll want to tell that to the Bow Street Runner who is waiting for you outside,” Adam said as he stepped aside.

      Seeing his escape route opened, Mr. Smith-Jones hurried out of Margaret Ewen’s office and through the front of the jewelry shop. A Bow Street Runner stood in the doorway, preventing him from making a complete escape.

      A small kerfuffle ensued, which resulted in Mr. Smith-Jones on the floor of the shop with his hands tied behind his back.

      “What shall we do with the evidence?” Adam asked as he joined the Runner. He held out the ring and the emerald in the palm of his hand.

      “Repair it and collect the reward, of course. Lady Framingham will be quite generous,” the Runner said before he lifted the thief from the floor and pushed him out the door. “Apparently that was a gift from an admirer,” he added with an arched brow.

      Margaret joined her father and frowned as Mr. Smith-Jones was loaded into a wagon.

      “I don’t remember a mention of a stolen emerald ring on the list,” she said quietly.

      “Lady Framingham was too embarrassed to report the crime. Seems she knew her nephew was the culprit,” Adam explained. “And I rather doubt it was a gift from Lord Framingham.”

      Well aware most of their clients purchased jewelry for mistresses and lovers, Margaret understood why the marchioness hadn’t reported the crime to the authorities. “So, how did you know to have the Runner here?” she asked.

      Her father gave a shake of his head. “I didn’t. The Runner has been following Mr. Smith-Jones’ every move this morning. Apparently, this is the second of his stops. The Runner explained the situation to me when Smith-Jones was in the office speaking with you.”

      “Pity,” Margaret murmured.

      “Why’s that?” Adam asked.

      “The emerald is perfect. In clarity and fire. The cutting is exceptional—”

      “Why, thank you, daughter,” Adam remarked. At seeing her wide eyes, he added, “It was one of my earliest creations. Back when I had a steadier hand and sharper tools,” he added.

      Margaret stared at him in surprise before she gave a huff. She had only ever known her father to be a goldsmith. A silversmith. Never a gem cutter. That had to have been before she was born. “If you cut the gem and made this ring that long ago, then who was it for? And how did Lady Framingham end up with it?”

      Adam cleared his throat. “As the Runner said, it was a gift from her admirer.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m surprised you’re asking me. Aren’t you the one who reads the gossip sheets?” he teased.

      Inhaling softly, Margaret said, “Only to discover if they mention us in the articles. And to see the advertisement you arranged.” She aimed an arched brow in his direction. “I was rather surprised to see my name with the word ‘gemologist’ after it,” she added.

      “That was my idea,” Adam claimed happily. “So we might have more women coming to us with jewelry in need of gems.”

      “Well, it’s certainly worked, although I can’t imagine we’ll make enough off of repairs to pay the debt,” she murmured. Her gaze went to the issue of The Tattler that had drawn Mr. Smith-Jones’ attention. “As for Lady Framingham, she took a lover last year when it became well known her husband had hired a mistress. It’s one of the reasons she’s become such a regular client of ours,” she added in a quiet voice. “For every woman her husband is rumored to have approached with an offer of carte blanche, she buys a piece of jewelry and has me send the bill to him.”

      Adam shrugged. “Hell hath no fury,” he murmured before he shut the door to the office and returned to his work counter.

      “Can you repair it?” Margaret asked as she followed him.

      He nodded as he held the ring between a thumb and forefinger. After carefully placing the emerald into the setting under the three undamaged prongs, he moved the ring so it was behind a magnifying glass and then picked up a tiny tool from the counter. He began bending the prong back into place as Margaret watched in fascination. Although she had seen him work like this many times, she was always amazed at how easily he could work with gold and silver.

      “I’ll smooth the tool marks out of the gold after I’ve heated it,” he said in a whisper. “And then it will be good as new.”

      “You’re a genius, Father,” Margaret remarked, amazed the prong didn’t show evidence of how much it had been bent out of shape. There were scratches in the metal from the tool he had used, though.

      Adam sighed. “I rather wish you’d been old enough to help me choose gems back in those days,” he murmured. “We might have had the best jewelry shop in Ludgate Hill.”

      “We have the best jewelry shop in Ludgate Hill,” she countered emphatically. “We just don’t have a Royal Warrant,” she added sadly.

      “We need more aristocrats as customers,” Adam mused as he used a tong to grip the ring and then held a fabric-wrapped metal tool over an open flame. He then applied the tip of the tool to the metal, gently rubbing it over the thin gold prong to smooth out the tool marks.

      Usually Margaret would chastise her father for risking a gemstone with the application of heat. The stones would sometimes discolor, crack or shatter. Emeralds were notorious for breaking when heated.

      “A respected member of Parliament who will sing our praises to his fellow lords,” Adam went on, ignoring Margaret’s look of worry.

      “And hopefully pay the invoice,” she added with an arched brow. “So many of them do not. They expect everything to be done on credit.”

      Adam blew out the flame and then touched a cotton-tipped tool to the prong, rubbing it with a bit more pressure.

      Margaret grinned when he held it out in her direction. “Your eyes are better than mine,” he said.

      She resisted the urge to take the ring from the tongs, thinking the metal would still be too hot to touch. “It appears you have succeeded,” she murmured. “Even the other three prongs look better than they did.”

      “Lady Framingham deserves a ring that looks as good as the day it was made,” he replied with a grin. “I’ll compose a note to let her know the ring is in our care. Could you see to it it’s stored in the safe?”

      “Of course,” she replied as she took the ring from his tongs. She pulled a black velvet-covered box from behind the counter and mounted the ring inside. Closing it, she was about to head back to her office when the shop’s front door once again opened, the gold bell above it tinkling softly.

      At first in silhouette—the late morning sun brightened the street in front of the shop—the handsome young man came into focus as his gaze swept the interior, finally falling onto Margaret. He removed his top hat and tucked it under one arm.

      “Good morning, sir,” she said, quite sure she recognized him. From where, though, she couldn’t exactly say. “May I be of assistance?”

      “Good morning,” he replied, his attention briefly going to Adam, who was still behind his work counter at the back of the small shop.

      Impeccably dressed in a long topcoat of navy superfine, a conservative brocade waistcoat, and light pantaloons, he could have been any one of a hundred gentlemen in London. His darker complexion, nearly black hair, and brown eyes set him apart, though, as did his square jaw, full lips, and high cheek bones. As a living, breathing man, he personified a Greek god. Had he lived two thousand years ago, he would have been worshipped as a god. Had he been carved from a block of marble, he would have been on display for all mere mortals to admire—especially those of the female persuasion.

      As Margaret was doing that very moment, now quite sure she knew where she had seen him.

      “Did you escape your exhibit pedestal in the British Museum, sir?” she asked in a whisper of awe.
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            TEASING A YOUNG GENTLEMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      A moment later

      Alexander Tennison stared at the comely brunette who stood before him in the jewelry shop. She clutched a black velvet ring box in a hand at the end of an arm that seemed entirely too short, but he quickly shook off the thought when he realized it could just be how it was bent and half hidden in the folds of her yellow gown.

      Yellow, he was quite sure, was a color he could see correctly. Primrose, his sister always called it. At least until a few months ago, when she informed him it was now jonquil.

      Fitted at the waist, her skirt formed a flattering bell around her lower half. The bodice was also nicely formed, or rather what was beneath it was, for Alexander found it hard not to stare at what he was sure was a perfect pair of pert breasts. Although it was difficult, he managed to avert his gaze so that it was above that general area. On the intricate cameo at the hollow of her throat.

      Mounted on a velvet ribbon, the peach and pearl white pendant was larger than most cameos and had definitely been carved from a seashell.

      He concentrated on her eyes. He saw them as gray but then wondered if they were really a clear green—he tended to make that mistake all the time. Then his gaze fell to her lips and how they formed words beyond her initial greeting.

      He was so caught up in attempting to decipher her colors, he nearly missed the meaning of her comment.

      What had she said?

      Did you escape your exhibit pedestal in the British Museum?

      Alexander blinked. Then he did something he hadn’t had the pleasure of doing for several days.

      He laughed.

      All the concern and worry he’d felt over these past few months—how he had graduated from Cambridge but not at the top of his class, and why he saw things differently from others—seemed to lift at once, leaving him feeling lighter and of a mind to tease the young woman who stood before him.

      He was about to accuse her of having escaped the pedestal next to his at the museum, but she had lifted one of her hands to her mouth, and a look of mortification had replaced the pleasant expression that had been there only the moment before.

      “Oh! I am so sorry, sir. Please, accept my apologies.”

      Alexander gave his head a quick shake. “There’s no need to apologize, my lady. Your comment has me realizing I should give more credence to my sister’s claim about my appearance.”

      For a moment, Margaret’s attention seemed to be on her mind’s eye before she leaned forward and said, “Her claim that you are the epitome of a Greek god?” she guessed in a whisper.

      Leaning over the counter, Alexander aimed his whispered reply in the general vicinity of her ear. “Uh, actually she claims her friends say I am gorgeous.”

      “Oh, well. Her friends are very astute.”

      He straightened. “I, of course, have ignored her—”

      “Even when she is right?”

      Alexander had to struggle to maintain a sober expression. “Of course you would side with your sex,” he accused.

      She allowed a grin. “She is younger than you?”

      He nodded. “By three years, yes,” he replied. “As are her friends, of course.”

      Margaret nodded her understanding. “Which means they are about to have their come-outs?” she half-questioned. Given his manner of dress and speech—to the manor born—Margaret was sure he was a gentleman.

      “They are,” he agreed, just before his eyes widened in understanding. “Oh!” he breathed. “No,” he whispered, as if he was envisioning his immediate future and was considering where he might hide from it. “You’re referring to the dreaded Marriage Mart.”

      “You probably have invitations to every ball,” Margaret continued, deciding she was rather enjoying their banter. She hadn’t had such a fun conversation in a very long time.

      “I don’t know about every ball,” he countered.

      “Where you’ll no doubt have a number of mothers wishing to introduce their daughters to you.”

      He gave her a look of mock frustration. “Must you make it sound so pleasant?”

      Margaret blinked. Twice. “You won’t be flattered by all the attention?” she asked, her query tinged with disbelief. “All those beautiful young women, worshipping you as you pose on your pedestal?”

      Alexander inhaled with the intention of responding, and then he let out the breath as he reconsidered what to say. “I suppose I should be.”

      “Well, I would hope so,” she hedged.

      He rolled his eyes. “Being gorgeous is hard,” he complained. “There’s the expectation you’ll be nice to everyone. That you’ll have a pleasant disposition no matter how little sleep you might have had the night before, or despite the disagreement you had with your father over your choice of avocation, or the knowledge that you cannot correctly identify...” He managed to stop speaking before mentioning his problem with colors.

      He took a quick breath and tried to lighten his voice. “I suppose this happens to you all the time,” he said with an exaggerated sigh.

      “Me, sir?” Margaret tucked her withered arm closer to her body, her fingers tightening on the velvet box.

      “Young men. Lining up before you to scribble their names on your dance card,” he replied. “Tripping over themselves to take your hand in theirs so they might kiss it whilst they bow.” Seeing that her right hand was otherwise engaged with a jewel box, he reached for the other, which was resting on the glass counter. He took it in his kid-gloved hand and lowered his lips to her knuckles. He brushed a kiss over the back of her hand before he lifted his head to gaze at her. “Like that,” he added before slowly letting go of her trembling hand.

      Margaret’s eyes widened as she shook her head. “Oh, no, sir. That’s never happened before.”

      He gave a start and then once again glanced around the shop. “I suppose there must be a first for everything,” he murmured.

      The sound of her father’s throat clearing had Margaret remembering the young man was there for a reason. “May I help you find something, sir?”

      Alexander nodded in the direction of the man who had joined them at the counter. “I wondered if you might have any gold for sale? I’m looking to create a new signet ring for my father, but I find I’m short on eighteen karat gold.”

      Margaret’s eyes rounded. She didn’t recognize the man as any of the other jewelers in Ludgate Hill nor those who worked in shops in St. James Street. “You’re a jeweler, sir?”

      He shook his head. “It’s merely an avocation of mine,” he replied. “You needn’t be concerned. I rather doubt I’ll be taking any business from you given I have to spend so much time on that pedestal you mentioned.”

      Despite their earlier banter, Margaret still blushed. She turned to her father. “Have we some gold we can spare?”

      Adam nodded. “Will a couple of ounces do?”

      Alexander considered the offer. “Might you have four ounces?” Once he finished his father’s ring, he thought to take on the challenge of some pendeloque earrings. He had melted down his last attempt at the pear-shaped jewelry when he couldn’t make the hinges that connected the pear to the main body of the earring small enough. He had since decided he could connect the two parts of the earring with a small chain link, although he knew he would have to fuse the edges of the link together. Otherwise the pendeloque, which would contain the majority of gemstones, might separate and be easily lost.

      Although Margaret seemed about to put voice to a protest—they didn’t usually keep much gold on hand—Adam said, “That would be twenty pounds, sir.”

      Pulling his purse from his waistcoat pocket, Alexander extracted a few bank notes and some coins. “I should like to buy it then. It looks like I have enough blunt,” he said as he offered the money to the jeweler.

      Margaret exchanged a quick glance with her father. “Should I get the—?”

      “I’ll see to getting it from the safe,” Adam offered. “You can write up the receipt.” He left the counter and disappeared into the office in the back.

      As Margaret moved to the end of the counter where a pen, ink pot, and a receipt book was located, Alexander said, “When I arrived, I couldn’t help but notice a man being arrested in front of your shop. Did he try to steal something?”

      Margaret nodded as she completed the receipt. “He already had. An emerald ring. He had forced the gemstone from the setting—nearly ruined the ring. He was trying to pawn either the gold or the emerald, but a Runner had been following him and saw to his arrest.”

      “What happened to the ring?” Alexander asked, his curiosity evident.

      “My father repaired it. We’re holding it for the owner. Lady Framingham. We were about to send her a note to let her know it’s in our possession when you arrived,” she explained as she collected the money from the counter. “Sir, might I have your name for our bill of sale?” She held out his receipt.

      “Tennison,” he said. “Alexander Tennison.” When he noticed her sudden smirk, he gave a start. “What is it?”

      Margaret tittered. “Of course you would be named Alexander,” she teased. “It’s probably carved in marble at the base of your pedestal.”

      He rolled his eyes, but joined in her merriment. “Might I know your name, miss? Or will I find that at the base of the pedestal next to mine?”

      Her mouth dropping open in astonishment, Margaret self-consciously pulled her withered arm against the front of her body. “I rather doubt that,” she murmured, quickly sobering. “My name is Margaret Ewen. My father, Adam Ewen, is the proprietor and jeweler here.”

      “It’s very good to make your acquaintance, Miss Ewen,” he replied as Adam stepped forward with a small box. “Mr. Ewen,” he added.

      Inside the pasteboard box were four very small bars of gold. Adam placed each one on the pan of a scale and waited until the pans stopped moving.

      “Four ounces,” he announced before returning the bars to the box. He placed a lid over the top and handed the box to Alexander. “I’d be interested in seeing what you make with that,” he said.

      “As will I,” Alexander replied. He turned his attention to Margaret. “When I’m not otherwise engaged on my pedestal,” he added, his brows waggling. He reached for her left hand and brought it to his lips, which forced her to lean forward given how short her arm was.

      “Good day, Mr. Tennison,” she said, her voice sounding breathy in her ears.

      “Good day to you both,” Alexander said as he tucked the box into a pocket. He gave a bow and took his leave of the shop, Margaret watching his every move.

      “Mr. Tennison, did you say?” Adam asked, after the door had closed.

      “I did,” she acknowledged, before she turned her attention to the bill of sale. She wrote the name of their customer at the top, not noticing her father’s expression of delight as she did so.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            A BLINDNESS IS REVEALED

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that day in the front salon of Rosemount House

      Alexander lifted his eyes from the microscope and gave his head a shake. “This makes no sense,” he murmured. He adjusted a dial on the side of the instrument and once again gazed through the eyepiece.

      “I told you,” his sister said, her arms crossing in front of her chest. “I think the sample has been compromised.”

      Jerking from the microscope, Alexander stared at Helen with a look of surprise. He had never heard her use the word ‘compromised’ before, and he wondered if she had learned it from their father, or if she had been eavesdropping on their mother.

      Lately, the countess had been hosting several matrons in her parlor during afternoon tea. Those with young daughters seemed especially concerned their future ladies of the ton were in danger of becoming compromised by the likes of him and his fellow heirs and spares.

      Alexander wasn’t about to tell his mother they had no interest in girls who were Helen’s age.

      Their attentions were on women far older. Well, except for a couple of his friends. He didn’t want to think about them, though. Newlyweds, both of them. His attention was on the specimen beneath the microscope.

      “Compromised by what?” he asked. “This was in a glass vial—with a cork stopper—until you took it out. Wasn’t it?” He lifted the glass slide from beneath the lens and held it up to the light from the overhead chandelier, as if he could make out what might have caused the discoloration of the leaf’s veins.

      He really would have preferred spending the afternoon out in his foundry melting down some of the gold he had acquired that morning. Forming it into a substantial but elegant ring worthy of an earl. Embedding a huge onyx stone in the middle and securing it with tiny prongs.

      All while thinking of Miss Margaret Ewen.

      Why his father had assigned him the task of staring at a leaf’s veins through a microscope, he couldn’t say.

      Helen allowed a sound of disgust. “But I wasn’t the one who collected the sample. Anything could have happened before it was put into the vial,” she argued.

      Helen might have been a few years younger than Alexander, but she had surpassed him in their natural science studies long ago. Although Alexander was interested in botany and biology, he preferred to dabble in metallurgy and to study fossils and gemstones. Until he inherited the Everly earldom, he had half a mind to relocate to Lyme Regis on the southwestern coast where he could discover all manner of fossils in the cliffs. He thought they would make excellent stones to use in jewelry.

      “True. So… who collected this one?”

      “Probably me,” their father announced from where he stood on the threshold of their makeshift laboratory—the ground floor salon with a window facing Park Lane. Alexander preferred it for the natural light while Helen liked it for the vantage it provided when someone of the opposite sex might be riding by on their way to the park.

      “Father,” Alexander said in a scolding voice.

      Harold held up a warning finger, grinning when Alexander struggled to suppress whatever he was about to say. “You must consider that the contamination might have been deliberate.”

      Helen’s eyes widened. “Contamination,” she repeated in wonder. “That’s a far better word than compromise.”

      Alexander huffed. “If I didn’t collect it, then am I to assume it might be... contaminated?” he countered.

      “You are to assume nothing,” Harold argued. “I take it you’re looking at the sample of the palm frond taken from Lady Weatherstone’s conservatory?”

      “Indeed,” Helen replied. “When I applied the stain, I would have expected the veins to turn blue, and instead, they’re... puce.”

      Her brother furrowed a brow. “Puce?” he repeated. He took another look through the eyepiece and gave his head a shake. “These veins are clearly blue.”

      Harold made his way to the microscope and peered through the tube. His brow furrowed before he slowly straightened.

      “What is it?” Alexander asked as he quickly took another look through the microscope.

      “Son, what color is this?” Harold asked as he pointed to a pink peony in the fabric of his wife’s favorite chair in the salon.

      “Sort of a brownish blue.”

      Helen inhaled softly.

      “And this?” Harold moved his finger to an adjacent green leaf in the upholstery.

      “Gold,” Alexander replied.

      Once again, Helen gasped. “What color is my gown?” she asked, holding out the skirts of her primrose muslin day gown.

      “Yellow.”

      Helen gave him a quelling glance. “Jonquil, if we’re to be exact,” she murmured, her blonde brows pinching together in confusion. Then her face lit up with understanding. “You’re color blind,” she said in awe.

      Having already come to that conclusion some time ago, Harold gave his son a nod when Alexander turned to him with a look of horror. “She’s right. I’ve suspected it for some time—”

      “Color blind?” Alexander said on a huff. “That cannot be. I... I see colors.”

      “Not all of them,” Harold replied quickly. “Your eyes lack the necessary receptors to properly see red and green,” he added on a sigh. When Alexander looked as if he might faint, Harold said, “It’s an annoyance, nothing more, son.”

      But Helen’s expression suggested it was far more serious than her father was letting on. “That’s why Lady Dahlia was so offended when you commented on her riding habit last week.” Her eyes darted sideways. “You mentioned the gray was particularly fetching on her, but her riding habit was hunter green. Although she was over the moon that you noticed her, she was of a mind to find a new modiste.”

      Alexander lowered his head into his bent arm, his fingers spearing his wavy jet black hair in a sign of frustration. When he finally lifted his head, he found his father staring at him with an expression of sorrow.

      “This is why, isn’t it?” Alexander asked in a hoarse whisper.

      “If you’re asking if this is why you had trouble in some of your classes at Cambridge, then, yes, most probably,” Harold agreed.

      Despite his keen interest in gemology and fossils, fields his paternal grandfather had found especially interesting, Alexander had struggled with proper identification of rocks and minerals. The descriptions in the texts didn’t always match what he saw when he was given the physical examples to study.

      “Well, I suppose it’s a good thing I don’t need to see at all when I’m in the House of Lords,” he said on a sigh.

      “You’re not blind,” Harold countered in a quiet voice. “And you do see many colors correctly.”

      “Apparently not puce.”

      “Well, just between us, puce is a rather useless color,” his father said.

      “But it’s so fashionable,” Helen argued. “Why just last week, Mother said...” She stopped speaking when she noted her Father’s expression.

      “I suppose my clothes have been ungodly colors,” Alexander replied. He turned to his sister for confirmation, but she was shaking her head.

      “They’re rather conservative, actually,” she said. “Which is probably why so many of my friends think you’re gorgeous.”

      Having heard the term used to describe him since he was a schoolboy, Alexander rolled his eyes. He secretly knew the color of his clothes had nothing to do with why young girls—and matrons—found him particularly handsome. With a half-Greek mother and an especially handsome British father, he couldn’t help that he looked like a Greek god personified.

      How his sister managed to be blonde and blue-eyed and look just like their aunt Evangeline wasn’t a science he was particularly interested in learning, but his father insisted it was quite normal for his progeny to look so different.

      “You’re clothes are not more colorful than theirs,” his sister said, apparently unaware he wasn’t listening. “You never want to wear a waistcoat that’s more colorful than a young lady’s gown.”

      “Or any lady’s, for that matter,” their father murmured, suggesting he might have learned the lesson the hard way at some point during his eight-and-forty years. “So wearing blues and golds is perhaps safest.”

      Most of Alexander’s pantaloons were buff, the trousers were dark blue, the top coats were black superfine, and his waistcoats were...

      Well, now he wasn’t sure what color his waistcoats were.

      “I’m going for a ride,” Alexander announced. He strode from the room, his startled sister watching him go while their father stared at something in his mind’s eye.

      “Did you deliberately contaminate the sample?” Helen asked in a quiet voice.

      Harold shook himself from his reverie. “I did, actually, so good on you for catching it,” he said in a quiet voice.

      She allowed a long sigh, disappointed for her brother. “Will he ever be able to see all the colors?”

      Her father shook his head and allowed a sigh of frustration. “No.”

      “Why is it he’s color blind? Did something happen to him to cause it? When he was born... or an injury?”

      Shaking his head, Harold said, “I have reason to believe he inherited it.”

      Helen furrowed a brow. “From you?”

      “Not according to the paper Mr. Dalton published some five-and-thirty years ago,” he replied, referring to John Dalton’s research on the topic. “When your brother was bestowed with those dashing good looks from his mother, he was also bestowed with her father’s color blindness.”

      Helen stared at her father in shock. “My grandfather is color blind?” she asked, referring to Stewart Jones, Duke of Westhaven. Her eyes widened as she considered the implications. “Will my children be, as well?” She fell down into one of the pink peony-upholstered chairs, slumping in a most unladylike manner.

      Harold sank into the chair opposite, his fingers steepling in front of his face. “Possibly,” he hedged. “The eyes are not my field of study, so I cannot say for certain.”

      “But, he’s an archaeologist,” Helen argued. “He’s still able to do his work.”

      Nodding, Harold said, “Color is not nearly as important in his line of work as it is in mine.” He had adopted botany as his avocation long before he inherited the Everly earldom.

      The two sat in silence for a long time before Helen could tell her father once again had his attentions on his mind’s eye.

      “I think I shall go for a ride, too,” Helen announced. When her father didn’t respond but continued to stare at the salon wall, Helen took her leave and hurried up the stairs.
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