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In Regency England, Lucy Moore has it all. But when she’s forced to go on the run, she has to depend on the kindness of strangers, people she’s never met, but have every reason to dislike her. At the depths of her despair, Philip finds her. Together they discover a passion that will last them a lifetime. If Lucy can survive the machinations of her mother and Sir Geoffrey.
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Chapter One
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​​Lady Lucy Moore looked about her with great satisfaction. Almack’s on a Wednesday, the night devoted to the cream of society. Still one of the queens of the fashionable world at four and twenty, surrounded by devoted admirers and close friends, she knew life didn’t get much better than this. Her main attraction of fortune proved irresistible to most people, and while Lucy was shrewd enough to know it, she was also not above enjoying it. 

Her mother, the dowager Lady Royston, was suffused with a similar feeling as she watched her only daughter manage her coterie of admirers. Turning to her sister and closest companion, Miss Honoria Simonson, she murmured, “Do you think Lucy shows a preference for anyone yet?”

Miss Simonson studied Lucy for a moment before turning back to her benefactress. “I don’t think so, ma’am but she seems very taken with one or two of them. She has such pretty manners it’s hard to tell.”

Lady Royston nodded, smiling a little for the benefit of any onlookers. “I’m determined not to allow her to fall into the hands of anyone who can’t control her properly.”

Miss Simonson nodded in agreement. “Her future husband must be willing to take great care of her,” she remarked, tight lipped. “Such a sweet girl deserves to be cherished.” She sincerely believed Lucy had more to offer than fortune. Miss Simonson had overseen much of the upbringing of her niece, especially when her sister had been too fatigued to cope with the high spirits of a young girl. She feared that Lucy still showed her spirits a trifle too much on occasion, but she trusted that the man who eventually breached not only Lucy’s defences, but also those of her mother and aunt, would be able to control that. She was confident that Lucy would make some man a fine wife one day, but she had a little way to go before that day was reached. 

She watched while Lucy lowered black lashes over clear, blue eyes and then lifted them again, looking straight at the gentleman who was presently complimenting her. It had the desired effect, and the gentleman’s smile became considerably warmer. Lucy would never lack for suitors, with or without her fortune, and she was still young enough to enjoy her ability to charm. While not a Beauty, she had the attraction of liveliness, and her face and figure were good. 

A movement made Miss Simonson look up to see who was striding towards her niece and her sharp features softened when she saw it was Sir Geoffrey Sanders. She always had a penchant for a well turned out figure, and Sir Geoffrey had that in spades. His coat and breeches fitted him to perfection, outlining the strong shoulders and powerful legs underneath, and his smile when Lucy looked up at him lit his stern, dark features into positive affability. Her welcoming smile was warm, but no more than for anyone else. Lucy might be castigated as high spirited in some circles, but her society manners were impeccable. 

“I think the orchestra is about to strike up.” His voice cut through the babel surrounding her with no difficulty. “My dance, I think?”

Glowing, Lucy stood up and gave him her hand. After a struggle with the Patronesses, she had been allowed to waltz. This wasn’t her first season, and she was one of the stars of the social firmament, so reluctantly the august leaders of society had given their permission. 

Lucy was a naturally graceful dancer, and in the arms of her latest admirer she felt divine. She lifted the edge of her lilac silk skirts and enjoyed herself thoroughly. Of course, she knew better than to let her frank enjoyment show - it would not do to be seen to be too enthusiastic. But she knew everyone watched, some with envy, some with admiration, but they watched. 

Lucy was no fool. She knew that soon she would have to accept an offer from one of her swains, one approved of by her mother, and then fortune or no, she must give way to another lovely girl, another young hopeful. Her time would be over. However, for now she would relish it all. And married life had its attractions, too, she supposed. She hadn’t really thought about the personal aspects, but it couldn’t be denied that a married person could command a liberty that in a single woman would be considered fast.

She smiled up at Sir Geoffrey. He was new to her clique, although at thirty he’d been on the town for years. He smiled back, and the smile was just for her. It made her feel even more special. “You dance better than anyone else.” His light tenor voice was at odds with his saturnine handsomeness, but Lucy found it attractive, a piquant contrast. She liked him, and so did her mother and Aunt Honoria. However, he might be amusing himself with her, using her for a pleasant flirtation, so it wouldn’t do to be too particular. It was well known that Sir Geoffrey had inherited a substantial fortune from his father, and although he lived well, he couldn’t have run through it all yet, unless he gambled to excess. So it wouldn’t be her fortune he was after. It was another reason to like him. “Are you staying in London for the rest of the season, sir?” 

“I think so,” he replied evenly. “It usually bores me beyond bearing, but I think I may have found a reason to do so.” Lucy was encouraged to think the reason might include her. “Are you at home tomorrow?”

She frowned, thinking. “Yes, we’re always at home on Thursdays.”

“Worn out by the dissipation at Almack’s?”  

She giggled, an enchanting gurgle of a sound. “All that lemonade, you mean?”

“Amongst other things.” He held her perfectly correctly, but she could feel the hard muscle under the smooth sleeve of his coat, and it brought a gentle thrill to her throat. “I have something I would particularly like to say to you.” His voice softened when he looked down at her, and she lifted her eyes to meet his. “You may be able to guess,” he added, in gentle tones only she could hear. Lucy lowered her gaze again and said nothing, but her softened expression was meant to give him encouragement. 

The dance came to an end; Sir Geoffrey offered her the support of his arm to lead her off the floor. His eyebrows went up in little startled by her sudden grimace of distaste. “Him.” Her voice filled with loathing. He looked towards the door and saw the object of her opprobrium.

The man who had taken her father’s title and land. Of course, they couldn’t object to that, it had been known forever, but Everybody knew that he resented the division of the fortune in Lucy’s favour. The late Lord Royston, endowed with an adequate estate had taken what spare cash he could find, and invested it wisely on behalf of his daughter who, with the estate entailed, would lose everything without her father’s prudent investments. The present Lord Royston was the son of the last lord’s cousin; the nearest male relative. He and his brother had been invited to the Grange frequently to be taught how to go on, and when Lord Royston and his own elder brother died within six months of each other, he had inherited the title and entailed property.

Lord Royston looked around the room as he entered, and seeing Lucy, bowed to her. Her response was frosty. She was glad she was leaning on the arm of one of the handsomest men in the room, demonstrating her indifference to him and her superiority. Not wishing to make their feud more public than it already was, she would accept his hand for the occasional dance and speak to him. She and her mother had no desire to make themselves an object of vulgar speculation, and Lucy must always be guided by her mother. 

“You don’t get on with your cousin?” queried Sir Geoffrey.

“Not particularly sir.” She looked back at her escort, her face softening into a smile. “He resents the fact that I inherited the bulk of my father’s fortune - it was not entailed, so he could leave it where he would.”

“But surely he must have been aware of that?”

Lucy frowned. “His brother Bernard never made any secret of his resentment. He said the fortune should go with the estate, and a mere dowry left for me. He made no secret of his disapproval and it eventually left our families in dispute,  but this one is more clever. He’s never mentioned it once, but he has tried to heal the breech.” She put up her pretty nose. “Of course we know better, and I won’t have anything to do with him.”

“His brother?” Sir Geoffrey frowned, trying to recall him. “Oh yes. Killed in the war, wasn’t he?”

“At Waterloo. His new lordship is scarcely out of mourning.” She cast a cold look at his new lordship who was conversing with a friend on the other side of the room, seemingly oblivious to her presence. She looked up at Sir Geoffrey and smiled shyly. Somehow, she felt safer by his side. Perhaps it was his size, or the way he seemed to take possession of her when he danced or walked with her.

Her Mama mentioned Lord Royston’s presence when Lucy was once more stationed by her side, between dances. “Encroaching creature. I feel sure he has plans, but I cannot think what they could be.”

“Calm yourself, Mama,” Lucy said soothingly. “He can do nothing.”

“I thought at one time he would make a play for you, but - “

Lucy made a little sound of disgust. “Surely you don’t suppose I would listen to him, any more than I did to his brother? Bernard Moore’s proposal was infamous, no fondness in it at all. It was only my fortune he wanted, ever. Never me.” It had offended more than her sense of propriety, and her mother had seen to it that Bernard Moore was ejected from her presence forthwith.

“I know, my dear,” said her aunt. “We were up to all his tricks, weren’t we? Well this one shall not succeed either.” She watched the new Lord Royston take a young lady on the floor, taking his position with tolerable grace. “To do him justice,” she added, in a meditative tone, “He doesn’t encroach as much as his brother did.”

Lady Royston’s brows snapped together in a frown. “He may be subtler, but he still won’t succeed. Lucy, have you seen anyone you could fancy in the least bit?” She stared pointedly at Sir Geoffrey.

Lucy’s gaze wandered over to her erstwhile dancing partner, now approaching another damsel to solicit a dance. “I think Sir Geoffrey may be coming up to scratch.” She spoke as though she didn’t care in the least. 

Her mother made a small sound of delight. “Oh, that should be splendid. He cannot be said to be a fortune-hunter, and his manners and address are just what they should be. Can you like him, my dear?”

Lucy remembered the feel of his arm, his warm smile. “Maybe.” 

“Oh.” Aunt Honoria said softly. “He’s coming across.” She didn’t mean Sir Geoffrey.

Lord Royston bowed formally to them. “Have you a dance free tonight, ma’am?” 

“Surely, sir.” She placed her hand on his proffered one with just the right pressure, not too much, not too little. In frosty silence she allowed him to lead her on to the floor.

This time Lucy was careful to place her hands lightly exactly where she should, and she determinedly stared at his chin as he whirled her around the floor. “I think this should confound the gossips. I know you can’t accept my presence, but I admire your appearance of cordiality.”

“Thank you sir.” Her tone was not forthcoming.

“I wish you would believe me when I say I want to be your friend.”

“Would you be my friend if I was not in possession of my father’s fortune?”

Firmly, he replied, “Yes.”

Startled, she turned her head and looked at him directly. Blue gaze met blue. They shared the blue eye colouring, the dark hair, almost black, which characterised the Moores, but where her face was small featured and her chin enchantingly pointed, his face bore the stamp of masculinity. The connection between them was distant, the Moore family being decidedly unsuccessful in its pursuit of heirs, and apart from the eyes and hair they were entirely different. Philip Moore’s looks bore character rather than handsomeness, intelligence over fashionable ennui. 

Primed by her mother’s dislike, Lucy couldn’t like him. She thought his eyes sly, his look calculating, but that ‘yes’ had sounded genuine. It had startled her from such a source, and caught unawares, she smiled at him. 

He smiled back, a pleasant, friendly smile with none of the over familiar about it. For a moment, they were in accord, but then Lucy drew back, remembering who he was and what he wanted from her. They could never be friends, although they had been, a long time ago. Not now.

“I wish you would believe me, Lucy, and trust your own judgement over your mother’s. She has had jurisdiction over you for too long. It’s time you thought for yourself.”

“I must always consider my mother’s opinions. She only has my happiness in mind.”

He grimaced, but the expression was soon gone. “I won’t argue with you, Lucy. I only ask that you consider me your friend in need. One day you may be brought to consider that I have only your interests at heart. Please bear it in mind.”

Lucy gave him a sideways glance, but she didn’t voice her disagreement. They walked back to where Lucy’s mother and aunt sat in exaggerated formality, and then Lord Royston bowed and left her without another word. He went back to his own circle of friends and murmured to his particular crony, Lord Edward Wenlock, who favoured her with one quick glance of his expressive brown eyes before he looked away again. Lucy put her chin up and turned away. “How they had the impertinence to ask for vouchers, I’ll never know.” Lucy’s mother declared. 

“Why would that be, Lady Royston?” asked a nearby matron. 

“His father married into trade, you know. They stink of the shop floor.”

“I think,” replied the matron, raising her fan to her lips, “she was a mercer’s daughter, was she not?”

Lady Royston sniffed. “I really couldn’t say. I try not to interest myself too much with that connection.” but she couldn’t help adding; “I hear they had fingers in all sorts of pies.”

Lucy had heard this before, but she’d never known what pies and which fingers. Her curiosity sometimes kept her awake at night, wondering what her mother meant. It was no good asking, she knew she wouldn’t receive a reply. Either Lady Royston didn’t know, or she didn’t choose to tell her gently reared daughter. 

Lucy ventured another look at the gentleman in question and was somewhat ruffled when she discovered him looking back. He held his wineglass up to her in a salute. Damn the man, she could hardly cut him here, and he knew it. With a frosty smile, she turned away, only to see Sir Geoffrey watching her, a troubled look in his eyes. She smiled warmly at him and the troubled look disappeared, to be replaced by an equally warm one. She walked towards him.
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Chapter Two
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​​The door to the dowager Lady Royston’s elegant bedroom burst open, admitting her daughter. Her ladyship had decided on a restful morning in bed after the exertions of the previous evening, and before her ‘at home’ this afternoon. A silver tray piled with the remains of her breakfast lay on the night stand next to her bed, and the pretty lace covers could hardly be seen under a layer of letters, invitations and newspapers. Lucy suffered herself to be pulled down for a morning kiss. Her ladyship favoured a particularly sweet perfume that bordered on the sickly. Lucy tried not to breathe in. 

Leaning back, she sat on the edge of the bed when her ladyship cleared a space for her. Lady Royston surveyed her only daughter with satisfaction. Dressed becomingly in a morning gown of ivory silk with pale green stripes, given definition by the darker green velvet ribbons at her hem, wrists and throat, she was everything a doting mama could wish for. Her blue eyes sparkled with youth and life; her dark hair gleamed with brushing. She took Lucy’s hand. “Dear child.”

“Good morning Mama,” said her beloved child, not at all put out by her Mama’s look of doting fondness. Her mother’s moods were volatile, and it didn’t do to enter them wholeheartedly, but she was always aware of Lady Royston’s care and devotion to her. “Mama, I think we may have a visitor this morning.”

“Oh? Who? If you in any way encouraged your cousin last night, I will tell you now that the house is still barred to him.”

Lucy looked shocked. “No indeed, Mama, how can you think such a thing? Not at all. It is Sir Geoffrey who wishes to call.”

“Sir Geoffrey?” echoed her ladyship, frozen for a bare moment by the thought. 

Lucy bounced gently on the bed, restraining her natural enthusiasm. ”Yes, Mama, he said most particularly he wished to speak to me.”

Lady Royston sat up. “Oh.” She clutched a wisp of lace she frivolously called her handkerchief to her ample bosom. “I never thought he would be so precipitate.”

“Mama, what should I do?”

“Why are you asking me, dear child?”

Lucy looked at her mother in surprise. “Why, Mama, because you are my Mama. Who else should I ask, pray?” Lucy had always come to her mother for advice, trusting her to give her best counsel.

Her ladyship eyed her daughter with calculation. “You like him?”

“Oh he is very handsome, Mama. But what’s that to the point? You know I don’t need you to tell me that.”

“Yes, my love, of course I know.” Lady Royston pressed the hand still lying in hers. Decisively she released it. “I must get up. Where is Field?” she raised her voice to a tone her bosom friends would have been surprised to hear in her. “Field.”

Immediately a tall, gaunt female entered the room from the dressing room, two or three gowns over her arm. Lady Royston threw back the bedcovers, dislodging several newspapers and invitations, which fell disregarded on to the floor. “I’m getting up now. My daughter has a particular visitor this morning.” She glanced at the gowns her maid bore. “The puce.” Field put the other garments carefully over a brocaded chair and shook out the gown. Lady Royston found her wrapper and put it on, going to sit at her overloaded dressing table. “Now,” she said. “How did he seem last night?”

Lucy picked up a slice of bread and butter from the breakfast tray and regarded it thoughtfully. “Most gentlemanly.” She knew what her mother wanted to hear. But it was not the gentlemanly aspect of Sir Geoffrey that she was thinking about. 

“No, no, I know that.” her Mama exclaimed impatiently. “I meant did he seem passionate, fervent, or cool, holding off?”

Field made herself busy brushing her mistress’ hair out from its night-time braids. Lucy met her mother’s steely gaze in the mirror. Lady Royston’s grey eyes were sharp and alert with calculation, her generous figure upright. “No,” she said after a moment’s thought. “I knew he was interested in you, but I thought it was only a flirtation on his part. I was waiting to see if it was real, or just a fleeting attraction.”

Lucy took a bite of the bread and butter. “He has always seemed most sincere.” She wasn’t in the least put out by her mother’s straightforward approach; she had seen the transformation from fashionable matron to cool, decisive businesswoman too often for it to be remarkable to her any more. Her mother might be reticent in public, but despite her many prejudices and snobberies she was far from it in private. “Yes,” Lady Royston said now. “A sincere approach. Well his request isn’t a casual one, I’m sure of that now. Do you think he will come up to scratch?”

“I think so, and if he doesn’t today I think it very likely soon. He seems to want me to be aware of his partiality.” She finished her bread and butter and picked up a napkin to wipe her fingers, trying not to become too agitated. The thought of the handsome Sir Geoffrey favouring her with a proposal gave her delicious shudders. It wouldn’t do to display them. 

“And what are your feelings regarding him?” Lady Royston asked carefully. “Would you be happy to accept him?”

Lucy didn’t pause. “Yes. He is handsome, and with such good address. He inherited a good fortune from his father.” She didn’t mention the shivers that went through her when Sir Geoffrey kissed her hand. 

Lady Royston turned round slowly, and regarded her only child, her expression grave. “I’m glad you like him, but that, as you very well know, isn’t everything. He must have enough to take care of you; he must be of good ton. It’s the last I’m concerned about. Sir Geoffrey’s fortune seems based solidly enough in land, but I haven’t finished my enquiries about his family.”

“He’s an orphan,” Lucy ventured. 

“So I believe.” Lady Royston swept the full skirts of her dressing gown aside and got to her feet. Her maid carefully withdrew the dressing gown and her ladyship waited for her maid to begin to dress her. “But that wasn’t what I meant, and you must be perfectly aware of that, Lucy my dear.”

“Well I don’t give a fig for his family.” Lucy said defiantly.

“You cannot say that, when our family has its little flaws. Your father’s cousin, married to a Cit - whatever possessed him I have no idea.”

“Perhaps he loved her,” Lucy suggested mildly. 

Her mother cast a look of unmitigated scorn at her child. Field busied herself lacing her mistress’ stays. “Love? Pray what has that to do with the matter? Please don’t mention anything so vulgar to me again, my dear. That is none of our concern, liking is quite enough.” She could speak so more, but was forced to hold her breath when the laces were pulled tight.

“Yes, Mama,” said her dutiful daughter. “I will do my best to make you happy.”  

***
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Later that afternoon, when Sir Geoffrey presented himself at Lady Royston’s door, Lucy had been well primed. She waited for him in the small parlour at the front of the house, while her mother and aunt fielded the other afternoon visitors upstairs in the drawing room. 

She got up and went across to look out of the window. What if he didn’t come? He might have forgotten, been distracted elsewhere, had some important business. Or maybe keep her waiting as a tactic? No, he said he would call, and if he didn’t, he would send word that he couldn’t come. At least she hoped so.

People passed up and down the street, too genteel to notice Lucy looking out. Some were fashionable folk, of her own kind; others people who made their living out of them, from flower sellers to chimney sweeps, a tiny child skittering in his wake. Lucy had heard the sweeps kept the children deliberately undersized by starving them, the better to force them up chimneys, but although she might sign a petition or donate money to a fund, she was far from understanding their plight. She had no way in; she couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be hungry and not be able to ask for food, to be cold and not to pull another blanket up over her.

Then, all other thoughts skittered away when she saw him. He approached the house on foot, striding urgently up the street. Lest he should see her she moved back hastily, and by the time he had rung the bell and divested himself of his hat and gloves, she was once again sitting decorously in her chair by the fire.

He entered the room, Lucy having already instructed the butler to let him in. She marvelled once more at his good looks. Tall, well muscled, handsome, Sir Geoffrey was the epitome of the Byronic hero. His smile turned her heart over, but she remained resolute. She would not allow him to captivate her completely; but she couldn’t deny she was looking forward to the next half hour. When she stood to greet him he took her hand, kissed it, and then held it for a moment, looking at her before he released it. “Good afternoon, sir,” she said crisply. “Would you like some tea?”

“No thank you.” He looked at her again, his dark, expressive eyes seeming to caress her with a glance. Lucy shivered, and turned to sit down again, but this time, on the sofa. At her inviting smile, he ventured to sit next to her. They looked at each other for a moment in silence. Lucy, brought back to a sense of propriety, glanced away first. This wasn’t the first time this had happened, but it was the first time she would seriously consider it.

“Lady Lucinda,” he began. Lucy looked back at him, her head tilted slightly to the side, a faint smile on her face. She had practised the gesture before her mirror, and knew it suited her. He looked at her in silence for a moment, caught by her expression. A slow smile spread across his face. Then he began his speech. 

“I’ve known you a little while now, long enough for me to make a decision, one which I hope will affect you too.” Lucy waited. He’d got into his stride now. No sense interrupting him. “Your beauty, your engaging manners and your liveliness of spirit are more enchanting to me than anyone else I have ever encountered. Indeed, I have come to the conclusion that your presence is necessary to my happiness. Would you do me the honour, dearest Lucy, of accepting my hand in marriage?”

Lucy smiled a little wider. She let him wait for a moment before replying, savouring the anxious expression on his face. She had her speech, too. “I’m deeply flattered by your offer, sir. And believe me, I’m not insensible to your attractions, but I cannot - yet - accept your offer.” She watched his look of expectancy change to something that looked like disappointment. “My Mama has not yet completed the enquiries she considers necessary, but she begs to inform you that they never take long.”

His voice took on an edge she hadn’t heard there before. “Enquiries?” 

She smiled. “Yes, I’m sorry, but you see, with my prospects I’ve had rather a lot of fortune hunters trying to take me in. Of course, we know you’re not of that stamp, sir, but my Mama will feel safer when she has all the documents in her hands.”

He looked at her gravely for a long moment. “I see.” He reached over and took both her hands in his. “I can only commend her thoroughness, and since I, too, wish for your future happiness, I can hardly complain.” A note of passion entered his voice. “But Lucy, I love you so, it’s hard to think of any impediment.”

Lucy blushed prettily, and cast her look down at her green striped gown. His heated admiration was making her blush. “Lucy, look at me.” Shyly she looked up at him, and slowly, he put his arms around her and drew her to him. “You’re all I want. No other woman will do.” He tilted her chin up, looked at her closely for a rich moment and kissed her. 

Lucy enjoyed the kiss, thorough without being too rough. She disliked being kissed roughly, but could count the number of adult kisses she had allowed on the fingers of one hand. She let him kiss her again before she drew away. Looking up at his face, into those dark brown eyes Lucy smiled, deliberately giving him her most coquettish expression. She rather thought she would have him, after all. “And you would wait for some stuffy papers?” he asked softly. 

Lucy let her hand rest in his. “Mama insists. It is always so - the moment a gentleman takes more than an ordinary interest in me she sets her agent to work.”

“Who does she use?”

“Oh a Mr. Chumleigh, in the City - he does quite a lot of this kind of work. And he’s one of my trustees – in a minor capacity of course. He must have any number of papers about people.”

He eyed her thoughtfully. “Indeed - a blackmailer’s dream, in fact.” He smiled again. “But I have nothing to fear from him. So Lucy  - if these enquiries turn out right, as I’m sure they will, have I your permission to pay my addresses to you?”

“It seems you’re doing that already,” she gave him her best enchanting smile. 

He would have drawn her back to him, but she resisted, and he didn’t pursue it. “I really don’t think I can wait very long. Do you know how long it will take?”

She studied him, deciding that he would be an asset to her, but not entirely persuaded. “Not long, Mama says.”

“You have stolen my heart,” he declared. “I want to make you mine as soon as I may.”

She tried very hard not to show how much his words thrilled her. “You must tell no one yet, for I can’t formally consent without Mama’s approval.”

“Is your Mama then, your guardian?”

She looked up at him, consideringly. “Only of my person. I don’t come into my fortune until I reach five and twenty, or I marry. In his speculations, Papa became acquainted with any number of City gentlemen, and so he chose Mr. Chumleigh to help me manage my affairs. My Mama has a considerable allowance, and she administers both mine and hers very ably. Of course, she needs the authority of a man to allow her signature, but she is just as capable as anyone but there it is. Mama would never have the city folk to dinner, they wouldn’t be comfortable, she said, but, despite her best advice, Papa left the administration of my fortune to Mr. Chumleigh and the rest of the trustees.”

Did she imagine the note of bitterness in his voice? Surely not. “A great shame your Papa didn’t trust your mother more fully. It was wise of your Mama not to mix the two worlds.” 

“I never quite understood why.” It had seemed foolish to her. Mr. Chumleigh had always been the perfect gentleman, and he’d been quite thick with her Papa. When he was alive, Mr. Chumleigh had visited them far more often.

Sir Geoffrey smiled indulgently. “Because, my dear, we don’t mix well. They don’t know how to go on, as a rule. Such a shame your cousin decided to marry a Cit.” he continued meditatively. “And now the son is Lord Royston he’s received everywhere, but it can’t be seen as a desirable thing.”

She thought it over. He must be right, his opinions agreed with her Mama’s and all her Mama’s friends. “I see,” she said, but she still had her doubts. 

He smiled, and drew her to him again. “Haven’t we got more pleasurable things to think about?”

Lucy enjoyed his kisses, but when he moved his hand to her breast, and began to caress it through her gown, she wasn’t sure about that. She must have stiffened, given him some sign, for after a moment, he desisted, and his hand fell to her waist once more. She drew back at once. 

He stared at her, yearning in his eyes. “Lucy forgive me, but ever since I first saw you, you have had my heart. I want to call you mine. You won’t accept my offer, even informally?”

Lucy was a good girl. “No, sir. But I would be delighted to receive your proposal again, in a little while.”

He sat still and held her hands for a few moments, gazing at her face until she was forced to draw away. “Enchanting. I shall see you then, my dearest heart, in a little while.”

“Oh before then. I shall be at the opera tomorrow night, and Lady Darley’s on the night after that.”

“But I shall not have the felicity of knowing you as mine just yet and I don’t think I can bear to see you with your other admirers until then. No, my sweet, I’ll keep to men’s pastimes for a time, come back to you as soon as I may. The boxing saloon and the club for me.”

She was touched by his declaration, and felt considerable warmth from his words. He left her shortly after that, and finding Lady Royston alone, drew her aside for a brief conference. 

When Lucy reported the gist of her interview with her suitor to her mother, that lady nodded her approval. “Very proper,” Lady Royston concluded. “Though one kiss would have been sufficient, my love. I shall tell you as soon as you may accept him.”

“For my part,” Aunt Honoria put in, “I think he’s a fine gentleman. He will be very good to you, Lucy my dear, I’m sure. He has always been most considerate to me, and that I cannot say of all of your suitors.”
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Chapter Three
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​​“I can’t bear it.” Philip Moore cried. He slammed his fist against the marble mantelpiece.

Edward Wenlock winced in sympathy.  “Careful, old boy. You’ve only just come into all this, you don’t want to destroy it yet.” He swept his hand around, indicating the fine salon, the expensive furnishings.

“What do I care?” Philip demanded. “I’m replacing it all in any case.”

Edward Wenlock put up his quizzing glass. “Why on earth do you want to do that?”

Philip cast a glance around the room, an expression of exquisite distaste crossing his face and curling his lip. “Too grandiose. Not my style at all. It’s all going, Edward. If you want any of it, speak up, or it will be sold on.”

Lord Wenlock looked around him at the pink upholstered gilt chairs, and the extravagant mouldings. “Not the style for bachelor lodgings.”

“Quite.” More in control now, Philip went over to one of the offending chairs and sat down. He stretched his long legs before him and considered the polish on one of his Hessians. “The man makes me sick.” He wasn’t talking about any interior designer.

Lord Wenlock showed no surprise. “He was a bully at school, but couldn’t he have improved since then?”

Philip’s mouth hardened into a thin line. “Not that I’ve seen. Once he started sniffing around Lucy, I made some enquiries.”

Lord Wenlock lifted a quizzical eyebrow. “You’ve been busy. What kind of enquiries?”

“Not his finances, Lucy’s mother seems to be taking care of that, though I have requested a report. I have some control; I’m not one of her trustees, as her father wanted to leave the way clear for a marriage between Lucy and Bernard, or failing that, me.” He glanced away. “However, I am head of the family, and I’ll use that particular card as much as I can.”

“So who have you been asking?”

Philip swallowed and leaned forward in his chair, elegance forgotten. “until last month Sanders visited a certain house in Covent Garden regularly.”

Wenlock shrugged. “So do a lot of people.”

“It was the house on the corner. The House of Correction.”

“Oh Lord.” The House of Correction specialised in acts of violence. Only a man wishing this kind of entertainment would venture there. 

“They threw him out. He hurt one of the girls badly. I’d heard that he went there, and I went to find out. The place made me sick.” Philip looked as though he meant that literally, his mouth clamped tight shut against the nausea for a moment. “The madam unburdened her conscience remarkably easily. It seems that Sanders has outrun his credit, and caused too much damage to her girls to be welcome back.”

Wenlock frowned. “Outrun his credit? That doesn’t sound like the actions of a wealthy man. He would want to settle that kind of debt, keep the madam sweet, especially if he had hopes of marriage.”

Philip looked up, an arrested expression on his face. “I never thought of that. The idea of Lucy being subjected to that kind of treatment took all my concern. Perhaps I should go to see Chumleigh after all.”

“Do you really think he would do that to a lady?”

Philip got to his feet and moved to the window, gazing sightlessly down on the street below. “I think he might. He’s notorious, even in the brothels. I don’t think he’s interested in loving a woman, merely dominating her.”

There was a pause, in which the sounds of the traffic outside filtered up to them. Even in this fashionable square, it was never still. Horses, carriages and fashionable strollers mingled with street sellers and pickpockets, in democratic confusion. Philip watched them, and thought. He heard his friend, in the quiet room behind him say, “Since her father’s death Lucy and her mother have wanted nothing to do with you. How can you hope to influence them?”

Philip turned back to him. “I wouldn’t be doing their duty if I didn’t try.” He spread his hands on the broad sill, leaning against it. “I have to stop this if I can. Lady Royston seems set on it. She made a point of introducing them, and in the summer she attended the same house party as he was at. She changed her plans to do so. I don’t know why, when she has refused or made Lucy refuse so many eligible suitors she should be determined on him. Perhaps he has charmed her.”

“It would hurt you whoever she married,” Lord Wenlock pointed out.

Stillness pervaded the room. Philip lowered his head. “I gave that idea up long ago,” he said, voice quiet. 

“you still love her?”

“I always will.” The simple words were more moving than any florid confession. “She isn’t for me, Ned, she’ll never be for me, but I don’t want her throwing herself away. I want her to be happy. So far, her suitors have been impeccable, but none have taken her fancy. She is taken by Sanders. I only hope it’s a passing fancy, that’s all. If not, I’ll have to find a way to tell her.”

“It’ll be difficult. Her mother keeps her close.”

Philip sank his chin on to his chest. “I know.”
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Chapter Four

[image: ]




​​

Lucy went round in a warm glow, but she didn’t see her admirer. True to his word, he kept to masculine pursuits, and their paths didn’t cross. Lucy was a little annoyed, but her mother thought it was just as it ought to be. “I told him he mustn’t count on anything until our enquiries have concluded, but it seems he’s so much in love he can’t help himself.”

“Did he say that?” Lucy blushed. 

“Yes,” Lady Royston replied. “I told him I would send for him as soon as I could to tell him the results of the enquiries. Where are you going?”

Lucy pulled on her gloves and picked up her hat, stopping before the mirror to tie the ribbons becomingly under her chin. “Just shopping, Mama. I’m taking Curtis, and a footman, so you need not worry.”

Her mother smiled and stood to kiss her daughter’s cheek. “I don’t worry, my dear. You are, in general, a very good girl. Would you run an errand for me while you are out?”

“Of course,” replied her dutiful daughter. 

“Bespeak a dozen pairs of my usual outdoor gloves from Backstocks’. I’m down to my last two pairs, but I only noticed this morning. They’ll send them round here, there’s no need to collect them.”

“Yes Mama.” The errand would take her well out of her way, but she didn’t really object to the inconvenience.

“Are you taking the carriage?”

“No, I thought I would walk.” She gave a final tweak to her hat, fluffed up one of the flowers that adorned the brim, and turned away from the mirror.

“Hmm,” said her mother. “I suppose, if you’re not going far - “

Before she could change her mind Lucy had tripped out the front door, closely followed by her two attendants. She had a particular reason for walking. 

Her route to Backstocks’ would take her past Sir Geoffrey’s lodgings in Clarges Street, and she might - just might - meet him there. She had not made any prior arrangement, but she had mentioned that she might be passing that way to a particular friend of Sir Geoffrey’s the previous evening. The fact that her mother had sent her in that direction gave her a legitimate excuse to pass. It added a certain frisson to the day, even if she didn’t see him.

Accordingly she set off, quickly at first, in case her mother sent for her to come back, and then slowed down to a fashionable saunter. She knew she looked well in her sapphire blue silk gown topped by a blue velvet pelisse, and her hat was a new one and suited her very well. Her servants followed at a respectful distance, but close enough to make it obvious she was attended. 

Lucy slowed down when she reached Clarges Street, and carefully didn’t look at the houses, but straight ahead. It would be mortifying if she stared at the house and he turned out not to be there. She wasn’t such a ninny as to do that. 

But as she approached the house in question (she had never been there before, of course, but she knew the number) three men approached her from the other direction. They made her feel a little nervous, but she put her head up and stared past them. They were dressed in rough, dirty clothes, and weren’t talking at all. She breathed a sigh of relief when the first two went past her, but the third stopped and blocked her way. 

Lucy was forced to come to a halt. She didn’t look directly at the man, but took a step sideways and tried to move past him. He moved so that he blocked her way once more.

Alarmed now, she looked round for her attendants, but the two men behind her were stopping them from reaching her. Her maid, Curtis, looked anxiously towards her, but she couldn’t get through.

Lucy took a deep breath and decided to go forward. As luck would have it, there weren’t many people around today, and none that she knew. Screaming was out of the question. Such an ill-bred action wouldn’t help in the least, but she was nearly driven to it when the ruffian reached out and took hold of her reticule.

Horrified, Lucy snatched her arm away from the stinking specimen of humanity. In fact, she was more horrified than afraid that such a person would confront her. His intention was now clear. She hoped the footman she had brought could fight his way past the other two behind her, though she doubted it. It would be foolish to get hurt for the sake of a few guineas. She removed her reticule from her arm. “You want this? Take it then.” She flung it to the ground.

The man hardly gave it a second glance, but stared at her insolently. Lucy made a move to get past him and he acted then, raising his arms to take her own in a strong grip. “Leave go. Help. Won’t someone help me?” She called out, hoping that someone would take pity on her plight. Her annoyance had risen to fear, when the man hadn’t picked up her purse. She fought to control her rising terror, knowing that panic wouldn’t help her now.

The last thing she remembered was the stink of the man who held her close. Then, for some unaccountable reason, she lost consciousness. 

***
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She came to in a soft place to an appalling smell and a headache. When she opened her eyes, she saw her maid holding a bunch of burnt feathers, which she was waving under her mistress’ nose. Feebly she held up a hand and pushed them aside. “Oh, take them away.” she murmured irritably. 

“Lucy - Lucy my angel.” she heard and looking up, saw Sir Geoffrey hovering anxiously behind the maid. She smiled and moved to look at him properly but the movement brought to her notice the large lump on the back of her head, which hurt abominably. “Oh.” She grimaced, and she put her hand up to her head. It hurt even more when she did that. “My head is broken.”

“No, but you’ve had a nasty knock,” he replied softly. “It was as well I was leaving my house, for I saw them and called for assistance. We saw them off.”

“Who were they?”

It was his turn to grimace. “Thieves, footpads. They’re getting so bold these days they’re even in this part of London. We couldn’t catch them, but your man has gone to report the incident.” He frowned. “For all the good it will do.”

He looked down at her and his face softened. “I’ve sent for your mother. She should be here soon.”

Lucy smiled at him, and tried to sit up, but he pressed her back against the cushions. “Try not to move. It would be better for you.” His hand was insistent on her shoulder and he left it there a moment before he seemed to remember, and moved it away.

Feeling the pressure in her head Lucy relaxed down again on to the soft sofa and murmured; “I feel so foolish.” She was glad not to have to move just yet. 

“I think you’ll be all right, but I don’t think you should move far for a while.” She smiled gratefully at him, but when she opened her eyes again she found the light hurt them, so she kept them shut.

She opened them when someone came to the door, and within a few minutes, her mother and Aunt Honoria came into the room, followed by Aunt Honoria’s maid. 

“Mama.” 

“Oh my dear.” her mother cried. “In broad daylight too.” 

Sir Geoffrey stood up from his kneeling position at Lucy’s side, but it was not her mother but Curtis who replaced him. “A terrible thing. I can only be glad I was at hand to help.”

“Yes indeed, sir,” Lady Royston said. “We are most grateful. But I will feel happier when I have her at home.”

Sir Geoffrey nodded gravely. “I cannot feel it would be right to move Lady Lucinda just yet. She would be the better for some peace and quiet. I’ve been thinking, your ladyship, and if it’s acceptable to you, I’d like to suggest she stays here tonight.”

A look of astonishment and outrage crossed Lady Royston’s broad features. She opened her mouth to speak, but Sir Geoffrey forestalled her with an uplifted hand. “I will, of course, remove to an inn for the night and make sure the world knows it. I’ll stay at the White Hart, where there are so many comings and goings I’m bound to be seen. Then you may stay here with Lucy, and whomever else you wish. Please, treat it as your own. I feel sure she’ll be well enough to travel tomorrow.”

Lady Royston looked at her daughter doubtfully, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. Lucy clinched the argument by trying to sit up, and heaving. 

The maid was only just in time with a nearby basin. She held Lucy’s head steady, and took a clean cloth from Sir Geoffrey afterwards, so Lucy could wipe her mouth. Lucy sank back against the cushions, tears sparkling her eyes. This was decidedly not the way she wanted to appear to her admirer. 

When she dared to glance at him, Sir Geoffrey was looking at her in compassion, not the disgust she expected. She ventured a smile, and the warmth on his face showed his return. Lady Royston sighed in acceptance. “I think that clinches the matter. We must accept your offer, sir, with grateful thanks.” 

He waved an airy hand. “Think nothing of it.” His gaze hadn’t left Lucy’s face. “Do you feel better now, Lady Lucinda?”

She thought for a moment and then nodded. “A little, thank you. But my head still hurts so.”

“Perhaps you should remain there for a while, my dear,” Aunt Honoria said. Lucy smiled at her. It had always been Aunt Honoria who nursed her in her childhood illnesses, and she suspected it would be no different now. She was right. 

Aunt Honoria cast off her bonnet and gloves and unbuttoned her pelisse, throwing them all heedlessly over a nearby chair. “Then in a little while, we’ll see about getting you to bed.” She glanced at Lady Royston. “I think we should send for a portmanteau for her ladyship, and for ourselves.”

“Of course.” Her sister turned to Curtis. “Could you return and see to it? We will only need overnight gear, and something to wear in the morning. I’ll have my green silk with the Russian bodice.”

The maid curtseyed and with a brief, “I’ll be as quick as I can, my lady,” left the room. The slamming of the front door followed shortly thereafter. 

“I have two bedrooms here,” said Sir Geoffrey.

“I’ll stay with Lucy,” Aunt Honoria said immediately. “I wouldn’t like to leave her with servants tonight.”

Lady Royston graciously agreed to this. 

“I’ll have the rooms prepared and book my room at the White Hart,” said Sir Geoffrey. With a final anxious glance at Lucy, he left the room. 

Her ladyship looked after him warmly. “Very good of him.”

Lucy fell into a brief sleep after that, and when she awoke, her aunt helped her to walk the few steps to the bedroom. It was Sir Geoffrey’s own. The bed was furnished with fresh sheets, but it was his bed. Lucy was helped into her night things by her aunt and her maid, given a dose of something, and put to bed. She fell asleep again, probably a result of the draught she had been given.

***
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When Lucy awoke it was daylight, but only just. Light filtered through the blinds in front of the window. It took Lucy some time to remember where she was, and recall the incidents of the previous day. Her headache had almost gone, numbed to a bearable level, but when she put her hand cautiously to the back of her head, she felt a large lump there which hurt like the devil, so she decided to leave it alone. Turning over, she prepared to go back to sleep, but it eluded her. She must have been asleep for a long time already, on and off, and she remembered vaguely being woken by her aunt, making sure she was still all right, and giving her another draught.

She felt much better for the sleep. The light was getting stronger now, and she could look about her. The room was large and pleasant, and while she knew that if - when? - she married Sir Geoffrey she wouldn’t live here, she liked it. The bed was very comfortable. She rolled on her back, feeling slightly wicked that the last back this bed had known had been his. 

She dreamed the next hour or so away, letting her daydreams take charge, until a movement from the truckle bed in the corner told her her aunt had woken up. She heard Honoria’s soft voice; “Lucy?”

“Yes, Aunt Honoria?”

At once the other lady got up and threw her robe over her shoulders. She sat on the side of the bed, put her hand to Lucy’s forehead, and smiled. “I can see you feel better, and you have no heat now. Your colour has come back. I think we can safely return home today.”

The room was very tidy, tidier than hers. Her dressing table was covered with bottles, jars, pretty knick knacks, but this one had only the necessary accoutrements lying on it; brushes, nail polishers and knife, a couple of pots and a large bottle of perfume. Not the many she tended to use and discard before they were half empty.

Sitting up in bed Lucy realised her headache was fading quickly. She felt so much better that she threw back the covers and tried to stand. This accomplished successfully she went over to the wash stand and rinsed her face in cold, clean water. Her aunt gave her the towel, and she patted her face dry. She studied herself anxiously in the mirror. She was a trifle pale, and there were shadows under her eyes but she looked reasonably well. The lump was on the back of her head, so she couldn’t see if it showed. 

Aunt Honoria laughed. “Vain puss.”

“Well he’ll come back today and I want to be in looks for him,” she replied, pouting.

“You want him?” Aunt Honoria wasn’t smiling now. A look of slight anxiety crossed her pale, lined face.

Lucy turned away from the mirror. “I think so. He’s handsome, of good ton, he loves me - what more is there?”

“What more indeed?” said her aunt thoughtfully, but didn’t supplement her neice’s enigmatic comment.

When Lucy had dressed she went to find her mother. Lady Royston was in a small but well appointed bedroom, arrayed in a frilled dressing gown, being attended to by her maid. She smiled slightly when Lucy bent and kissed her cheek. “Well my dear, are you feeling better today?”

“Much better, Mama. I still have a bump on my head, but that will go soon enough.”

“The effrontery of such people.” Lady Royston declared. “I had the incident reported yesterday, but I fear it will do little good.” She sighed heavily. “But I have come to a decision. Sit down my dear.”

She dismissed her maid with an airy wave of one hand while Lucy found a chair and pulled it up next to her Mama. The door closed behind the maid. Sir Geoffrey dined with us last night. I found him a charming and respectful person, a refreshing change to so many young men today.” She paused and looked at Lucy dispassionately. “I have decided to allow his suit.” Lucy blushed scarlet and gasped, raising one hand to her heated cheek. She smiled slightly at her daughter’s reaction. “He is of good family and of excellent ton. I’m pleased with him, and I would welcome him as a son in law.”

Lucy was nearly speechless for a moment, but she soon recovered from that unusual state of affairs. “Oh, Mama, thank you. It is what I want, really it is.” She squashed the slight doubt that nagged at the back of her mind with a little difficulty.

“Are you well enough to travel?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Then we’ll go home at once and you may receive him there.”

Lucy understood implicitly and had no argument with it. “Yes, Mama.”

“Every mother must say goodbye at some point, and I’ve had four and twenty years.” Another little sigh. “Perhaps I will travel. I always fancied Italy. Normally it would be France, but with that monster Napoleon only just put away again, it must be in turmoil. Yes.” She removed her hand from her daughter’s knee after giving it a little pat. 

The move to their own house was achieved with the minimum of fuss. Lucy was sorry she hadn’t seen Sir Geoffrey, but they had left a note behind to thank him and indicate he would be welcome if he called at about noon.
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Chapter Five
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​​

Sir Geoffrey arrived promptly at twelve. Primed by her mother, Lucy kept him waiting for a time before she went downstairs, but his look of anxiety affected her when she first looked up into his face. She couldn’t tease him. “My mother has completed her enquiries and she says she’s content.”

“And you - are you -?” He reached for her hands and, smiling, she let him take them.

“Yes.” She smiled up at him trustfully.

Suddenly he pulled her into his arms, bent his head and kissed her fiercely, so she was breathless by the time he had done. She wasn’t entirely sure she liked it, but she assured herself that she could accustom herself to it in time. 

When he finally let her go he kept his arms about her and smiled down into her face. “Let it be soon. I don’t think I can wait too long to claim you for my own.”

“As soon as my mother thinks proper.” She was sure she wanted him. His tall, slender, handsome figure, the way other girls vied for his attention, his careful attentions to her all made her sure she wanted him, and soon. “Mama will send a notice to the press today.”
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