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      The White Swan Inn was the last place Leo, third Baron Warhurst, wanted to be on a Friday morning.  The worst part about it wasn't that he could have been attending court, greasing the palms of London's most influential gentlemen.  No, the worst part was that he couldn't even stop for a drink in the taproom.  Thanks to the mess created by his siblings, he had gone to the Gracechurch Street inn to speak to a seamstress.  A bloody seamstress!

      He made his way through the archway to the inn's yard where the ostlers and travelers shared the square cobbled area with a theater stage.  The raised wooden platform stood towards the back of the large yard.  Steps led up to it from the ground and a curtain separated the stage from the tiring house beyond.  According to his half-brother, that's where he'd find the woman who might be able to help him with his family's problem.

      A problem that had landed firmly on Leo's shoulders like a canker.  He needed to remove it before it was too late and any chance of restoring the tenuous respectability of the Warhurst title was lost forever.  Since the perpetrator of the problem was not at home that morning, or last night, or the day before, Leo had come here.

      To speak to a seamstress.

      It would have been laughable if the situation wasn't so dire.  He'd only ever dealt directly with one seamstress.  A slack-faced woman reeking of cheap wine had accosted him in the street years ago demanding Leo pay for the gown his late father had commissioned her to make for his mistress.  The seamstress had threatened to tell Lady Warhurst about the other woman if Leo didn't pay the debt.  He'd told her she was welcome to speak to his mother since she already knew, as did the better half of London.  The seamstress had curled her top lip, baring broken teeth, and scampered like a rat back to the gutter out of which she'd crawled.

      Hopefully the seamstress his brother sent him to possessed more sense and less drink-fueled audacity.

      He paused on the bottom step leading up to the stage and squeezed the bridge of his nose.  God, he was tired.  He'd traveled like the devil for a week to reach London and not been able to sleep since.  This woman had better know something other than how to thread a needle.  Leo was in no mood for a fool's errand.

      He lifted the curtain aside and peered into the room beyond.  Several chests, some opened, occupied most of the space.  A row of stools dotted one wall and a central bench almost disappeared beneath piles of neatly folded costumes.  A massive pair of wings made of feathers hung between two hooks and what looked like a cauldron was slotted beneath the bench.  The room was crowded but not chaotic.  Someone kept it orderly.

      Whoever it was, they weren't there.  Another bloody wasted effort.  He was about to release the curtain when he heard the swish of lush fabric, velvet perhaps, coming from behind what appeared to be an unhinged door propped up in the middle of the tiring house.

      "Damnation!"  The voice, a woman's, came from behind the door screen.  With language like that, she must be the woman he sought.

      "Hail!" he called out.  "Is someone here?"

      A pale, heart-shaped face topped with a tall hat popped out from behind the door.  "Oh!  I didn't know I had company."

      "I'm sorry to startle you," he said.

      "You didn't.  I'm simply surprised."

      He failed to see the difference and was about to say as much when she stepped out from behind the door and his words were sucked away along with his breath.  He'd been wrong.  She couldn't be the seamstress.  This lady wouldn't have been out of place at court with her tall, slender frame, striking cheekbones and a firm, almost imperial set to her shoulders.  She was a lady used to speaking her mind if her direct gaze was any indication.  He had no doubt she usually got what she wanted too.  A lifetime of experience with such women had taught him to identify the species.  Unfortunately, it had not taught him how to deal with them.

      "Madam, I am Lord Warhurst."  He bowed.

      She stepped forward and the swish of her crimson gown was soon drowned out by the drumming of his heartbeat in his ears.  Her simple movement had caused the exposed flesh above her too-tight bodice to wobble most...ah, delightfully.

      "Perhaps you could step a little closer," he said when she hesitated.  "I would like to have a better look at your...face."

      She did, with hands firmly on her hips, and stopped directly in front of him.  "My face is above my neck, my lord."

      He glanced up and got an icy blast from a pair of pale blue eyes.  He bowed again, partly to hide his embarrassment and partly because it afforded him another view of her bounteous flesh.  If God gave her a pair of luscious breasts like that, surely He meant for man to gaze upon them.  Otherwise why create such low-cut gowns?

      But on second glance, the gown seemed a little too low-cut for this lady's, er, jewels.  Although exquisitely made from what he could see, and certainly beautifully—and expensively—embroidered in gold thread, it was a poor fit.

      "If you are looking for the players then I'm afraid they're not here," she said.

      He looked up again.  Although her glare was still cool, her mouth seemed to be smiling—and yet not.  How did she do that?  It was quite intriguing.  And certainly alluring.

      "You are all alone here, my lady?"  He could have bitten off his tongue after the words tumbled out.  He sounded like a villain assessing the likelihood of having his wicked way with a defenseless woman.

      "Lady?"  She blinked at him.  Then looked down at her sleeves, the crimson velvet slashed to reveal the gold of the lining beneath.  "Oh."

      He frowned.  She had not seemed to grasp the crude yet unintentional meaning of his question.  Thankfully.  But...why was such a woman as this alone in the tiring house?  What gentleman would allow his wife, sister or daughter to fend for herself at, of all places, an inn and a theater at that?  Guilt twisted his stomach at the similarity to his own situation, but he cast it off.  It was too late for guilt.  Besides, his sister's pregnancy was not his fault.

      "Madam, I am—."

      "Mistaken."  Her laughter seemed to rise up from deep within her and burst forth like a sudden gust of air.

      He tried not to notice how the laugh made the flesh above her bodice jiggle.  "Mistaken?"

      "Quite, quite mistaken.  I am not a gentlewoman.  It must be this dress..."  She caressed the velvet of her gown as if it were her lover's skin.  "It used to belong to Lady Dalrymple.  She and I are of a height which will suit Freddie, but the similarity does not extend to the chest area."  She smiled that smile again, the one that wasn't quite a smile.  This time it was accompanied by a wicked gleam in those clear eyes.  "As you noticed."

      He felt like he was walking on a different path to her.  Whatever was she talking about?  "Freddie?"

      "Freddie Putney, the company's boy actor.  He plays the lead female roles."

      At least her path was within sight now.  "And that gown once belonged to Lady Dalrymple?"

      "As I said."  She looked at him as if he were a half-wit.

      His limbs tensed.  He had a bad feeling about this.  "And you are wearing the gown because..."

      "Because I'm adjusting it of course."  She shrugged and the gown slipped off one shoulder.  He stared at the smooth, white skin and wondered if it felt like silk because it certainly looked silken.

      She fixed the gown and he was once more running along the path in an attempt to catch up to her.

      What had she been saying?  Adjusting it...  Adjusting...the gown!

      The bad feeling slammed into his gut with the force of a hammer blow.  "You're Alice Croft," he said heavily.  "The seamstress for Lord Hawkesbury's Men."

      She nodded.  "And you're Lord Warhurst, brother to Robert Blakewell."

      "Half-brother," he said without thinking.

      "What can I do for you, Lord Warhurst?  I assume you're looking for me since you know my name.  Did Blake send you?"

      She didn't seem in the least surprised or in any way alarmed by his presence or by the prospect of being sought.  Women of her station usually lowered their eyes and spoke only when he asked a direct question of them.  Unless they were whores or drunk.  This woman certainly wasn't a whore—readjusting the gown to cover her bare shoulder was proof of that—and she didn't seem drunk.

      Then why was she so different to all the others?

      The fact that he was wondering disturbed him.

      "Blake did send me," he said in an attempt to keep his thoughts on the task at hand.  "He said I should seek you out and that I'd find you here."

      "As indeed you have."

      He cleared his throat.  "I'll have you know this goes against my better judgment."

      Her eyes narrowed.  "You haven't told me what 'this' is yet."

      "If there was anyone else, I'd ask them first.  I'd rather not involve someone else in our family dilemma, but Blake assures me you'll be discreet."

      "Discreet?"  She shook her head.  A frown furrowed her pretty brow.  "My lord, is this about making a gown for your mistress?  Because if it is—."

      "No!"  He shouldn't have come.  Whatever was Blake thinking to send him to such a woman?  How did he even know she could be trusted?  He was wasting his time.  Leo pulled back the curtain leading out to the stage.

      "My lord, wait!"  The seamstress placed a hand on his arm.  There was no pressure, no attempt to halt his progress, yet he stopped anyway.  There was something compelling in her touch, something far more forceful than mere strength.  "If Blake sent you then it must have something to do with Lord Hawkesbury.  And," she cleared her throat, "and your sister."

      He half-turned to see her and was struck once more by those eyes.  Of the palest blue, they were almost colorless, and yet they seemed to see right into him.  He recoiled.  The bad feeling returned like a vengeful warrior.

      "You're right," he heard himself say.  "I've come to ask you for help."

      "Help?"

      He focused on the tiny crease between her brows because he had the disturbing sensation that if he continued to look into her eyes, she might see too much.  "Yes.  Help with the business between Lord Hawkesbury and my sister, as you said."

      "But how can I possibly be of service?"

      "I have need of someone who is capable of finding out information.  Blake suggested you because you are associated with Lord Hawkesbury's Players, and they have a tendency to hear and see a great many things when in their patron's presence.  Well?  What say you?"

      Alice had been told many times in her twenty-six years that her curiosity would be her downfall.  As a child she would sneak around the house listening to the adult conversations or explore the narrow lanes near her home—the ones she was strictly told not to venture down.  Not even a whipping from her father and a near-escape from a brothel-keeper seeking fresh girls could keep her curiosity and thirst for knowledge in check.  Although she kept away from the worst of the lanes after that instance.

      Childish curiosity was one thing.  Spying on Lord Hawkesbury, a peer of the realm, was entirely another.

      "Why not ask one of the players?" she said.

      Lord Warhurst gave her a rueful smile, one that sparked a gleam in his green eyes.  She'd never seen eyes quite like them, bright one moment and fathomless the next but never revealing too much of what the man was thinking.  They reminded her of the emeralds she'd once seen in a grand lady's rings.  With a start, she recalled they'd been worn on the hand of his mother.

      "The players were not recommended by my brother," Lord Warhurst said.  "You were."

      It had been only days since she'd last seen his brother the pirate, Robert Blakewell, and Blake's bride-to-be, Minerva Peabody.  They'd informed her that much had changed prior to their betrothal, including Blake ceasing his pursuit of Lord Hawkesbury over the relationship the earl had had with Lilly Blakewell.

      It seemed Lord Warhurst was taking up the reins dropped by his brother to save their sister's honor.

      Yet it didn't quite make sense.  Why all this brotherly fuss over a simple affection?  Why the forbidding presence of the brooding Baron Warhurst darkening her tiring house?  And why did he need the help of a seamstress?

      "My half-brother and I don't get along," Lord Warhurst said, crossing his arms over a broad chest.  "But I trust his judgment.  If he thinks you would make a fair and discreet information gatherer, then I believe him.  I also think you have the look about you of someone who would go unnoticed, something which will be of benefit in this endeavor."

      The old, familiar pang stabbed her in the ribs.  She'd once thought it was jealousy of prettier girls, the sort who turned heads just by walking down the street.  But she'd learned, eventually, that that wasn't the case.  Jealousy it might be, but it was the jealousy of a girl who simply wanted to be someone else, someone who would be noticed, not for her beauty but for...what?

      If she knew the answer, she could perhaps make steps towards changing herself, but all she really knew for certain was that she didn't want to be seamstress for Lord Hawkesbury's Men day after day until her death.

      She may be aware of the pang and all it implied but it still hurt to have her plainness in looks and occupation pointed out so baldly.

      "That is hardly a convincing argument," she said, perhaps a little too caustically.

      He arched one eyebrow in question.

      "Telling me I'm too ordinary to be noticed."

      "I didn't say ordinary, nor is that what I meant."  He huffed out a breath and rolled his eyes Heaven-ward.  "I simply was stating the fact that people do not always see those whose presence they take for granted."  His words were measured, careful.

      "Like servants," she said flatly.

      "Like seamstresses."  He shrugged, as if what he'd said was obvious and not open to questioning.  That it was nothing of importance.

      That she was nothing of importance.

      It was a wonder he had even deigned to speak to someone like her at all let alone ask for help.  Her throat burned as she swallowed back a tide of emotions, ones she thought she'd conquered.

      "You must hate it," she said with a lightness she certainly didn't feel.

      "What?"

      "Asking me for help.  A seamstress."

      He opened his mouth but shut it again.  His stare faltered and he looked away.  It was all the answer she needed.

      "Which means the task you require me to perform must be important," she went on.  A little voice within her warned her not to test this man, not to push him into a corner because he would fight.  He was a baron and an imposing figure, standing well above her and she was no sprite.  Yet she couldn't help herself.  She wanted to find out as much as she could before she said yes.  About the task, and the gentleman.

      That she would say yes was a certainty.  She needed an intrigue to break up the endless tedium of her days.

      "Why do you want Lord Hawkesbury to marry your sister?  Does she really love him so much that she would have her brother force him into marriage against his wishes?  Or is there another reason?  One more...scandalous?"

      He lifted his gaze to hers without lifting his head and glared at her beneath long black lashes.  The effect was devilish.

      So much for backing him into a corner.  She hadn't even budged him in the slightest.  What she'd done was potentially far worse—awakened a beast with more anger boiling inside him than she could ever know.

      "I think," he finally said through a clenched jaw, "that my brother was mistaken.  You are of no use to me.  Good day."  He spun round and shoved the curtain all the way to the side.

      "Wait!  I can help you."

      But he was already half-way across the stage and he didn't look like stopping to hear her.  Not the reaction she'd expected.  Hot outrage at her impertinence would have been better than this cool dismissal.  But at least she now knew her assumption was correct—Lilly Blakewell was carrying Lord Hawkesbury's unborn child.

      "I know where Lord Hawkesbury will be tonight," she called after him.

      She might as well have flung her words at a wall.  He either didn't hear them or didn't care.  He simply jumped off the stage and strode towards the arch leading out to Gracechurch Street.

      Well.  Good riddance.  The man was rude.  It was a miracle he'd even lowered himself to speak to her.

      Nevertheless, she watched him go with a sinking heart.  He and his family's troubles had been a bump on her otherwise flat week.  No, make that year.  Now even that distraction was gone.

      She sighed and returned to the tiring house, letting the curtain fall back into place.  There was no point dwelling on what might have happened if she hadn't opened her mouth.  There was still much to be done to prepare for the troupe's transfer to The Rose.  Henslowe, The Rose theater's owner, had given them permission to perform there on the days Lord Strange's Men weren't using it.  The bigger crowds at the dedicated theater would ensure more money for Lord Hawkesbury's Players and for Alice's father, their tiring house manager.  But as his assistant and daughter, she would see none of it.  Moving to The Rose would simply be more of the same.  Mending costumes, cleaning the tiring house, listening to the actors' complaints and gossip.

      She looked down at the clothing bought from Lady Dalrymple.  The ensemble of bodice, skirt and over-gown was several years out of fashion, but it was the most exquisite thing Alice had ever worn.  The softness of the velvet, the vibrancy of the colors and the workmanship that had gone into the embroidery were nothing like she'd seen before.  She simply had to try it on.  Just for a few minutes she wanted to pretend she was someone else, someone important.  A duchess or an heiress or even a wealthy merchant in her own right.  Anything would be better than this...nothingness.  The clothes had beckoned to her like a lover and she couldn't resist.  Besides, no one had seen.

      No one except Lord Warhurst and she was not likely to see him again.  She doubted he cared enough to tell her father or Roger Style, the company's manager.  If Style had caught her wearing the costume that had cost him a week's profit, he'd have dismissed her without hearing her excuses and perhaps dismissed her father too.  It had been a risk but a risk she'd been prepared to take.

      With another sigh, she removed the hat.  She was about to step behind the door used as a screen for privacy when she heard the swish of the curtain opening behind her.  She knew without turning around that Lord Warhurst had returned.  She couldn't say how she knew it, she just did.  Perhaps it was his brooding presence, so powerful that it surged ahead of him like a flood.

      "Why do you want to help me?" he said.

      She turned and shrugged.  The ill-fitting sleeve slipped off her shoulder.  She adjusted it but not before she saw Warhurst's lips purse.  In disapproval?  Irritation?  Or suppressed desire?

      "I liked your sister," she said.  "And your brother."

      His eyebrow forked again.  "That may be the case, but I doubt it is your sole reason.  There must be more for you to risk your livelihood.  I'm sure you are aware that Lord Hawkesbury could have you removed from his company if he discovers your involvement in this scheme."

      She nodded.  "That's why I want something from you in return."

      "Money?"

      "Not quite."  She chewed the inside of her lip, thinking fast.  Should she ask him?  Would he agree?  If she didn't ask, she would never know his answer.  And such an opportunity would never arise again, of that she was certain.  She had to ask.

      She lifted her chin and stepped towards him, the better to gauge his reaction.  But his only reaction was a lowering of his gaze to her breasts bursting over the top of the bodice.  She cleared her throat but refused to cover herself.  Let him look.  She wasn't ashamed.

      "I cannot take you on as my mistress."  He looked up, face flushed, eyes hooded.

      "Pardon?"

      His flush deepened.  "I, er, isn't that what you were asking of me?"

      "No!  Good Lord, what sort of woman do you think I am?"

      "I...I'm not entirely sure.  To be honest, I've never encountered a woman such as yourself before."

      "That is quite obvious."

      He bowed.  "My humble apologies, Mistress Croft."  He blinked rapidly and looked away, pretending to study a Roman shield leaning against the wall.

      An awkward silence ensued until she could stand it no longer.  "What I do want from you is your patronage, or sorts."

      That got his attention.  "So you do want money?"  He said it without a hint of disapproval, as if he expected it, almost welcomed it.

      But what she wanted wasn't quite as simple as an exchange of coins.  "I want you to establish me as a seamstress with a shop of my own in a respectable part of the City."

      "You want what?"

      "In essence, you will be my patron but only until such time that my earnings cover the rent.  I have some money set aside to purchase the tools I need.  You could also use your influence with certain merchants so that I can buy cloth and other materials at a good price.  It would be to your benefit," she said quickly when his mouth dropped open.  "The more money that remains in my coffers the faster I will be able to support myself and you can wash your hands of me.  Oh, and there is one other thing."

      "I don't doubt it," he muttered.

      "If you could send some elegant ladies of your acquaintance to my shop, I would be most grateful.  You would benefit—."

      "Yes, yes, so I see."  But he shook his head and she thought she heard a low chuckle, but he didn't smile so she couldn't be sure.  "First of all, Mistress Croft, you over-estimate my influence in elegant circles.  As you can see," he stretched out his arms, "I am no gallant."

      "True, but your clothes are well made and suited to your...demeanor."

      He frowned.  "Meaning?"

      "They are serious."  She thought it wise not to mention she'd seen puritans wear less bleak clothing.  There wasn't a hint of embellishment in his doublet, even the buttons were covered in the same black material.  No slashing, no embroidery, no pinking, and yet the doublet was silk and from what she could see, the tailoring superb.  It fit him to perfection, without needing any padding across shoulders or chest.  What lay beneath the clothing must also be perfection.  The thought made her heart skip.

      "I have seen your mother and sister," she forged on, "and they are both women with exceptional fashion sense.  If I provide them with some gowns, free of charge of course, to prove my skill then perhaps they could send their friends to me.  You could give them the gowns as a gift."

      He nodded thoughtfully.  "A reasonable plan.  And my brother's new bride would require something to wear for her wedding feast.  Could you do it?"

      "How soon?"

      "In a month or two I would imagine."

      If she started as soon as possible she should be able to make Min an outfit to rival the queen's.  "I should like to make her something special anyway.  We have become friends of sorts."

      He nodded.  "But I'm afraid you mistake my position in this City.  I am rarely here and I do not know any merchants.  As to renting a shop..."  He drew in a breath.  "I shall see what I can do."

      "I'm sure your brother knows many merchants from his privateering jaunts.  Perhaps you could ask him since Mistress Blakewell is his sister too."

      He acknowledged this with a curt nod.  "You have a solid understanding of business, I see."

      "Then we have an agreement?"

      "We do, on one condition.  That you do not mention this to anyone.  We shall rent the shop in your name and in no way will any transactions between us be known.  I cannot afford for our connection to be discovered."

      "Because you don't wish Lord Hawkesbury to know?"

      He hesitated before saying, "Quite."

      She chewed her lip again.  He wasn't telling her the entire truth.  Not that it mattered.  The anonymity of her new patron suited her needs too.  Her father knew she had some money set aside; she would simply inflate the amount when he asked how she could afford to set out on her own.

      "Only my half-brother will know," he said, "but if pressed, he'll say he does not."

      She was about to ask why when she realized she already knew the answer.  "He wishes to keep Min happy and to do that he needs to ensure her plays are performed.  Upsetting the patron of the company performing them would be a poor move.  At least until she is able to sell them to another company."

      The green eyes briefly flared and she thought she saw a flicker of surprise in them.  Surprise that she could think for herself?

      The man grew more pompous by the minute.

      "Furthermore," he went on as if she had not spoken, "I think it best that you do not give up your position here with Lord Hawkesbury's Players until our task is complete."

      "Agreed.  Shall we shake on it?"  She held out her hand.

      He didn't take it, didn't even acknowledge it with so much as a glance.  "You do not wish to know how I want you to gather the relevant information before agreeing?"

      "My lord, unless you are asking me to whore for you then I will do whatever is required."

      "What makes you think I am not asking you to whore for me?"

      She shrugged and lowered her hand.  "You seem far too prudish to ask that of any woman.  Even a seamstress."

      He tilted his head back as if struck.  Then, unexpectedly, he smiled.  Just a slight lifting of the corners of his mouth at first, then a few twitches until finally a wide grin broke out, as if it had escaped despite his attempts to smother it.

      "I can assure you, Mistress Croft," he said, capturing the grin once more and hiding it away, "that I am no prude."  He picked up a fine lawn partlet from the top of a pile of clothes stacked on a closed chest.  "Nor am I immune to your...charms."  His gaze dipped once more to her breasts and this time it was her turn to blush as heat prickled her throat, her face.  He closed the space between them until he was so near she could smell him, a pleasing mix of fresh air and man.  "So I would appreciate it if you kept those charms covered when next we meet."  He tucked the edge of the partlet down the front of her bodice.  His long finger grazed her skin, just above the nipple.

      She let out a breath and dared not draw in another as it would cause her chest to rise, bringing his finger closer.  Closer.  Even though that was exactly what she suddenly, desperately wanted.  For this man to touch her.  Everywhere.  The need throbbed within her like an ache.

      But some very deep part of her kept her from drawing the breath that could start something.  Or stop it.

      Then his finger was gone, leaving the partlet covering the rapid rise and fall of her chest as she sucked in breath upon breath.  Their gazes locked and heat flooded her, sliding through her like warm sunshine.

      She thought she understood this man from the moment he'd walked in with his conservative clothing and crisp aloofness.  Now she knew she did not.

      "You said you knew where Lord Hawkesbury would be tonight," he said, voice low and rough.

      "I..."  She nodded and stepped away, out of reach of his powerful presence.  "He's commissioned a performance from the troupe to entertain his betrothed and her family at Hawkesbury Hall."

      His brows rose.  "The Enderbys?"

      She nodded.  "I don't usually attend private performances, but I can devise a reason for my presence tonight.  I might be able to learn something, if you tell me what it is I need to look for."

      He blinked slowly.  Then he straightened and put his hands behind his back.  "Our task is to find out why Lord Hawkesbury is marrying Patience Enderby when neither he nor the girl wants the marriage."

      "He doesn't love her?"

      "He says not."

      "Nobles marry for reasons other than love all the time."

      He gave her a tight smile.  "I am well aware of that."

      Alice knew Lord Warhurst wasn't married, but was he betrothed to some influential heiress he didn't love?  Would he care if his potential wife didn't love him?  What about his own heart's desire?  Did he even have one?  A desire, not a heart—although she couldn't be sure he possessed either.

      "From what my half-brother tells me," Lord Warhurst said, "Hawkesbury is being forced into the union by the girl's father, Lord Enderby."  He put a sneer into the name that was so slight she almost missed it.  "From the little I know of Hawkesbury, it would take a shifting of the earth for him to agree to something he didn't want to do.  He lacks neither money nor power so it must be something else."

      "A secret.  A very grave one."

      "Precisely."  He gave a nod, as if impressed that she had grasped the situation.  "It is my understanding that the secret Lord Enderby possesses could harm Hawke's loved ones if discovered."

      "Who are his loved ones?"

      "He has a sister and mother still living."

      Alice huffed out a breath.  "You have a difficult task."

      "Learning the secret will not be easy, I grant you.  But with your assistance, I believe we will prevail."

      She shook her head.  He hadn't quite understood her.  "Discovering the secret is only one hurdle."

      When she paused, he said, "Go on."

      "The more difficult problem will be ensuring the secret is no longer a threat to Lord Hawkesbury.  You must somehow silence Enderby without letting the secret out."  From the grim set of Lord Warhurst's mouth, she knew he was aware of that fact, as he was no doubt aware that Hawkesbury would have already tried purchasing Lord Enderby's silence with something other than a betrothal to his daughter.

      "We'll cross that bridge when we discover what Enderby knows," he said.

      Alice wasn't so sure ignoring it before they even began was a good idea, but she didn't say so.  She was being paid to help discover the secret, not concern herself with events beyond that.

      Lord Warhurst raised his hand to silence her.  The clip clop of hooves on the cobblestones echoed around the inn-yard.  The rider called for an ostler and their brief exchange was followed by the sound of the horse being led away.  The door to the taproom opened and a lively tune strummed on a lute drifted out to the tiring house along with the trickle of laughter and voices.

      "I must go," Lord Warhurst said.  "We should not be seen together.  Not here.  There's a small inn called the Golden Lion near St. Mary le Bow.  It's out of the way and not likely to be frequented by either Hawkesbury, Enderby or your players.  Do you know it?"

      "No but I'll find it."

      "Good.  Dine with me at midday there tomorrow."  It was an order and Warhurst seemed used to giving them and having them obeyed.

      She nodded because it wasn't in her interests to refuse him.  "Until midday then, my lord."

      He turned but paused at the curtain.  "Thank you, Mistress Croft," he said without fully facing her.  His profile was strong with the hard lines of his jaw and straight nose.  Alice felt the odd little flutter in the pit of her stomach again and tried very hard not to stare.  "I appreciate your assistance," he said.  "I will ensure that your safety will not be jeopardized by anything I request of you."

      "Your words are noble, Lord Warhurst, but I assure you I am capable of taking care of myself."  She wasn't sure why she said it.  Perhaps it was a need to assert herself with a man who thought her so far beneath him he was almost too embarrassed to speak to her.

      He turned to her fully and his direct, unblinking gaze held hers.  She swallowed.  "Nevertheless, you are now working for me and I take my responsibility to those in my employ very seriously."

      "I am not one of your servants," she tossed back.

      His nostrils flared but he said nothing.  He opened the curtain and walked away.

      She let out a long breath and slowly began to remove the gorgeous costume, beginning with the lawn partlet he'd so deliberately and deliciously tucked into her bodice.
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      It was as if Leo had been walking about in his sleep for years and now he'd been shocked awake.  Shocked by Alice Croft.  An absurd observation but an accurate one, nevertheless.  He dodged the traffic rumbling along busy Gracechurch Street then glanced back at the grand half-timbered inn on the corner.  Its sign swung in the breeze and another weary traveler rode through the arch to the courtyard and theater stage beyond.  A flash of crimson caught Leo's eye.  He stilled.  Watched.  Waited for the vibrant color to reappear.  But it did not.  An ostler sauntered out to the street, looked right and left and spat into the gutter before ambling back into the yard again.  No crimson about his grubby person.  No crimson anywhere.

      Leo snorted softly at his own foolish imaginings.  He'd spent too much time around all those ridiculous theater props and costumes and now his mind was seeing things that weren't there.  He shook his head but couldn't quite shake off the strange mood that had wrapped around him since meeting the seamstress.

      There was something about her that scratched at his nerves, made them raw and sensitive.  Something he couldn't put his finger on.

      Perhaps it was simply the oddity of finding a quick wit within such a person.  He knew many women with a mind as clever as a man's—he lived with two of them!—but they had been educated and came from the best stock.  Alice Croft was a seamstress but even after their short meeting, he already knew there was something that set her apart from other women of her trade.

      A shout drew him from his thoughts but not in time to side-step a thickset man falling out of an open tavern doorway.  Leo caught him by his jerkin and righted him on unsteady feet.  The man belched his thanks in Leo's face.

      "Unhand him, he's mine," said another man, emerging from the same doorway.  It appeared to lead to a tavern.

      "With pleasure," said Leo, holding up his hands in surrender.

      The newcomer was about his own age or younger with a soft face and hard eyes.  He drew his sword.  "Move aside, sir, this has nothing to do with you."

      "True," Leo said.  "But I don't think your opponent is in any state to fight back."  He nudged the drunkard who swayed dangerously before Leo caught his arm and held him upright.

      "Then he should capitulate.  What say you, Swine?"  The man pressed the point of his blade to the drunkard's throat.  The oaf belched again.

      "I'm not sure he's capable of saying the word capitulate at the moment," Leo said, keeping an eye on the blade.  The gentleman's fight may not be with him, but he was under no illusions that it could swing his way.  London's streets were notorious for brawls.  He wasn't inclined to become involved in one that didn't concern him.  Not today.

      However, he couldn't allow an incapacitated man to become victim to someone who seemed to have his full wits about him.  It wouldn't be a fair fight by any stretch.

      "What is your issue with this man?" Leo asked.  "Perhaps it can be resolved without swords."

      "Who do you think you are, a justice of the peace?"

      "Not here."

      The swordsman's sneer vanished.  He gave Leo a more thorough once-over and couldn't have failed to notice that he dealt with a gentleman.  "Ah, a meddler then."  He lowered his sword from the drunkard's throat and pointed it at Leo's chest instead.  "Since your friend is not fit to fight, perhaps you wish to draw on his behalf?"

      Leo gently shoved the drunkard and he stumbled back through the door into the tavern.  Although Leo's hands were free, he didn't draw his rapier.  "We are not friends, as you well know.  I am simply passing by and do not wish to kill you or anyone else today."

      "Kill me?"  The man chuckled and pressed his sword against Leo's doublet.  "Cock-sure as well as meddlesome, I see."

      Leo could feel the point against his chest, but it didn't scratch and wouldn't have even cut the fabric.  The application of even the merest pressure would quickly change that.

      But he was certain he was faster than the other man.  Years of sword fights with his half-brother, some playful, others not so, had ensured he was quick on his feet.  Speed and a good measure of skill were imperative when faced with the pointy end of Blake's blade.

      Leo shrugged and kept his gaze fixed on the other man's eyes for any tell-tale signs that he would do something foolish.  Very foolish.  There were at least a dozen on-lookers and it must be clear to them that Leo was not only a gentleman, but he was not going to draw.  Attacking him would be a hanging offence, unless the man could evade them all and lose himself in the crowd.

      The door to the tavern swung open again and another man of solid build stepped out.  "There you are, Kit, what—."  He spotted the drawn sword and gasped.  "God's wounds, Marlowe, what are you doing!  I thought you came out to claim what that drunkard owed you but when I saw him come back in, I thought you must have got yer money and went home."

      The swordsman—Marlowe—humphed.  His lips, quite feminine in their plumpness, curled into a most unfeminine sneer.  "He still owes me, but this man chose to be his champion."

      Leo sighed.  He really didn't have time for this.  "I suggest you go inside, find the man who owes you and get your money.  If he doesn't have it, make him sign an I.O.U. in front of witnesses."

      "He's right, Kit," the companion said with a deep frown.  "This isn't worth it.  You don't want to be sent back to Newgate again so soon.  The jury might not put it down to self-defense this time."

      So, the swordsman had a history of violence?  It was probably only a matter of time before his temper got the better of him and he was either swinging from a Tyburn gibbet or lying dead in a ditch.

      Marlowe lowered his sword.  "Another day, perhaps."

      Leo resisted the urge to roll his eyes at the melodramatic tone.  "I doubt it.  Good day to you."  He waited until Marlowe and his friend had re-entered the tavern, then turned to go.  The eerily silent crowd parted to let him through, and he went on his way.  The scene that had just played out was nothing compared to what he was about to face at home.

      As if she'd read his mind, Lady Warhurst was waiting for him when he arrived at his family's Dowgate Street house.  He'd hardly shut the door when Greeves the steward met him with the words, "My lady requires your presence in her chambers."

      Leo sighed.  She must have another candidate.

      "You summoned me, Mother?" he said on entering her private withdrawing room.

      "Ah, there you are," she said without looking up from her writing desk.  Autumn sunshine speared through the window, brightening the room which didn't need any more brightening.  The emeralds set into his mother's rings clashed with the red and gold of the cushions scattered across every surface from chairs to daybed.  The effect was dazzling.

      She signed her name on a document, blotted the ink and folded the parchment.  He waited, not very patiently, while she dripped red wax onto the letter and sealed it with her stamp.  He knew from experience that his mother couldn't be hurried.

      When she finished, she stood and handed him the document.  It smelled faintly of the lavender water she liked to sprinkle on all her correspondence.  "Take this to Lady Norwich at your earliest convenience."

      He arched an eyebrow.  "You want me to run an errand for you?"  He huffed out a breath.  Clearly his mother was in one of her strange moods, the sort that her children had long put down to eccentricity.  "Why not send one of the servants?"

      "Do stop scowling, Leo.  You frown so much of late.  Your face will set permanently if you're not careful and no girl wants to wed a cantankerous old man."

      Perhaps he should have taken that Marlowe fellow up on his challenge.  It would have been fun compared to this.  "Thirty-four is hardly old."

      "It is to a fifteen-year old."  She waggled the letter at him—the letter to Lady Norwich, mother to a young girl who could very well be about fifteen.

      Forget Marlowe, perhaps he should stab himself with his own blade now.  "No," he said, stepping away from her and the letter as if it was poisonous.  "Mother, she's a child."

      "Have you seen any fifteen-year olds lately, Leo?  I can assure you, Elizabeth is hardly a girl anymore.  She's a woman in all the...obvious areas."

      An image of another woman's obvious areas came to mind.  He tried to shove aside the picture of Alice Croft spilling over the top of her ill-fitting gown but couldn't.  There was certainly nothing of the girl in her.  She was very much a woman.

      "Nevertheless, she is unsuitable," he said.  "Lady Norwich's daughter, I mean."

      It was his mother's turn to frown.  "Were we speaking of anyone else?"

      He cleared his throat and took the letter.  "I'll have someone send this to your friend."  She began to protest and he held up his hand.  Surprisingly, she stopped talking and simply sighed.  "As to the Norwich girl..."

      "Elizabeth."

      "Yes, Elizabeth.  As to her, she is too young, Mother.  I require a wife nearer my own age.  Someone with good sense, a sweet nature and a clear conscience."  He paused, thinking of Alice Croft and the easy way in which her thoughts followed his.  A mind like hers would be an asset in a marriage.  He shook his head and almost managed to dislodge the image of her from his mind.  "A quick wit would be welcome too."

      "You're only allowed one wife," Lady Warhurst muttered.

      He rolled his eyes ceiling-ward and huffed out a breath.  Having a sensible conversation with his mother was like raking fingernails across skin lately.  A little painful and very irritating.  "Shall we add obedient to the list too?" he said, more to annoy her than anything else.

      She gave him a tight smile.  "I hear Whitby's bitch has just had a litter of pups," she said.  "Perhaps one of those would suit."

      He ignored the jibe.  "And my wife must be strong enough to survive my family."

      She linked her hands in front of her and rubbed a thumb across the largest of her emerald rings.  It had been a wedding gift from his father, the second Baron Warhurst, before he'd squandered all the family fortune.  She'd continued to wear the ring even after he died and she remarried.  Her second husband, Leo's stepfather, had bought her the other rings to match it.

      "You forgot the most important characteristic," she said.

      "That she must come from impeccable stock?  No Mother, I had not forgotten.  It goes without saying."

      "At least we agree on that.  But Son..."  She came out from behind her desk and took his arm, squeezing it in an uncharacteristically maternal gesture.  "Do you think you could lower your expectations a little?  I've already exhausted all the eligible young women of my acquaintance and you've not liked a single one.  Why, pray, are you being so particular?"

      It was a question he'd often asked himself.  His mother had presented several suitable candidates, but after meeting each of them in turn, he'd not been able to go through with the contracts.  None had measured up to his idea of a wife.  They'd all been too silly or too dull or too shrewish.  "Am I being particular?" he said.  "Do you honestly think I would be happy with any of the women you've tried to marry me to?"

      She sighed again and her entire body seemed to deflate.  Suddenly the tall, proud woman appeared smaller, older, weaker.  Three words he'd never thought he'd associate with his mother.  "I'm sorry your father did not leave the Warhurst title and estate in good standing for you, Leo.  But what is done is done and it is now up to you to fix it."

      "By marrying well."  He took his mother's hand and brought it to his lips.  She rarely spoke of his father but when she did, a transformation always came over her.  Usually she bristled with anger or frustration, but this weariness was new.  He didn't like it.  Didn't know how to deal with it.  "Don't worry, Mother.  I know what I must do and that is exactly why I must choose my wife carefully.  I too want to see the title returned to good favor.  I want my children to inherit one of England's jewels, not a decaying country residence clinging to poor land and a title with nothing, but scandal attached to it.  I want them to be proud to bear the Warhurst name."

      As he'd never been.

      She patted his cheek.  "Take the letter to Lady Norwich and see the girl for yourself.  She may surprise you."

      He doubted it.  But if it would appease his mother then his life would be marginally easier, at least in the short term.  "If you wish."  He left her.

      It wasn't until he reached Lilly's apartments that he began to wonder if he'd just been manipulated by the grand dame of manipulation.

      With a rueful smile he knocked on his sister's door.  She bade him enter.  She reclined on her daybed at the far side of her withdrawing room, her feet tucked beneath the folds of her skirts.  He was shocked by how colorless and small she looked amidst the mountain of pillows.  She'd always been so bright herself, like a vibrant gem, the glory of the family with her glossy black hair and her dancing green eyes.  Now her hair was dull and her eyes flat.  There was no dancing in their depths.

      "Ah, Leo."  She held out her hands and he took them.  They were cold and as fragile as icicles.  "Where have you been?"

      "Greeting friends, I've not seen since I was last in London."

      "Reacquainting yourself with your old haunts, no doubt," she said with a hint of her famous smile.

      "I have no haunts in London unless you count the archery butts in Finsbury Fields.  And the palace of course."  The palace, always the bloody palace.  It was where he should be now, finding out what had changed since his last visit to the City.  Who was the new favorite?  Who should he avoid?  Who had control over which duties?  Whose back should he scratch until his fingers bled?

      God, he hated court.

      "I find that very hard to believe," she said.  "I seem to recall you cut quite a swathe through the City's better inns for a time."

      And some of the worst ones too but he saw no point in reminding his half-sister of the fact.  The days where he would drink to excess were over.  Youthful anger coupled with cheap wine had resulted in too many aches in the head.  When he grew older and wiser, he'd realized an aching head wasn't going to get back what his father had lost.

      He suddenly smiled.  "I'd much rather be here talking to you, Lilly."

      She eyed him suspiciously.  "Why are you smiling at me like that?"

      He shrugged.  "I'm happy."

      She made a sort of grunting sound, albeit a delicate one.  "Where have you been this morning?"

      He picked up a candied fig from a trencher that she'd not touched.  "Looking for Lord Hawkesbury."  He opened his mouth to pop the fig in, but she snatched if off him before he had the chance.

      "Those are for me."  She took a bite and glared at him defiantly.

      "I see I've hit a raw nerve."  He'd not meant to wound her.  Indeed, how was he to know she cared enough for the cur that the mere mention of his name would turn her into an angrier version of their mother.  To his half-brother's credit, Blake had warned him that Lilly loved the earl.

      Foolish, blind girl.  And she used to be so sensible too.

      "Those are also mine," she said, dragging the trencher of sweetmeats onto her lap.

      Until she said it, he hadn't been aware he'd been staring at them.  His stomach growled.  Lilly's smile was all childish petulance.

      "Good," he said.  "You should eat them.  You're fading away."  He pulled a chair closer to her and sat down.  "I don't like seeing you this way."

      "You mean carrying a bastard child?"

      He winced.  "I mean ill.  Like a shadow.  You sit here in your rooms day after day."  He indicated the books piled up beside her needlepoint.  "All you do is read or embroider.  You never go anywhere anymore."

      "That's because I don't wish to vomit in front of our friends."

      He rubbed a hand across his face.  It seemed she wanted to make the conversation difficult.  Very well.  He would bite.  "I hate what Hawkesbury's done to you."

      "You and Robert are obviously cut from the same cloth," she muttered.  "I seem to recall him also forgetting that I had something to do with my condition."

      He sighed.  "Lilly—."

      "No!  No, Leo!"  She returned the trencher to the table, stood and went to the oriel window.  She stared down at the central courtyard below, crossing her arms over her waist as if holding onto her unborn babe.  "Leave Lord Hawkesbury alone."  She sounded as faint as her complexion.  "He will not marry me, no matter how hard you try to force his hand.  He's going to be wed to Patience Enderby who is also carrying his child.  He made his choice."

      "Blake says Hawkesbury assured him the girl's babe is not his.  You don't believe him?"

      She lifted one shoulder.  "I don't know.  But what I do know is that it is better for everyone that you accept Hawkesbury's decision.  It's better for all of us if you get on with your own business."

      "My own business!"  Hot, sharp rage spiked through him.  He picked up the chair he'd been sitting on but had enough composure to put it down again without throwing it into the fireplace.  "My business is to create the best future for my family.  A secure, happy future where they are admired and respected.  Your...state is an impediment."  He regretted it as soon as he said it, but he couldn't take the words back.  That would only lessen their impact.  Lilly needed to understand that her actions had a far-reaching impact.

      "You speak of a family you don't yet have, Leo."  He had to step closer to hear her, but then he was sorry he did.  The sorrow in her words stripped him to the bone.  "But what of your current family?  What of your brother and sister?  Do we not matter in this future of yours?"

      He stood utterly still and stared at her back.  Sunlight picked out the deep green hues of her gown, the luster of the pearls in her earrings, the pureness of the white ruff at her throat.  It warmed his skin and melted his anger.  "Of course you matter."  He touched her arm, tentatively, and felt her shudder beneath his fingers.  She didn't pull away.  "Forgive me?"

      She hesitated then turned into him and buried her face in his chest.  If she cried, she didn't make a sound.  He held her and considered ramming Hawkesbury through with his blade or letting her have her way.  Since neither was a viable option, he tried to steer her away from her woes by mentioning their brother's luck.

      "It seems Blake will be the only one of us to find happiness this year."

      "He doesn't have to be."  She looked up at him with her huge green eyes.  "Why can't you be more like Robert?"

      "You wish me to become a pirate?"  He knew it wasn't what she was suggesting but he wanted to return to their familiar, and safe, bantering.

      "I mean find a sweet girl and fall madly in love with her."

      "Ha!  You wish me to take leave of my duty and my senses?"  Blake should have sorted out the whole bloody mess between Lilly and Hawkesbury in the days after his return to London but instead he'd fallen in love and dumped the burden onto Leo.  If that's what love did to a man, then he wanted none of it.

      "I am aware that Min is not the sort of girl you can marry, Leo.  Her family is hardly reputable but that was not important in Robert's case.  What I am referring to is their happiness, their suitability and their deep affection.  Min has transformed him."

      "And you want a woman to transform me?"

      She sighed.  "I simply want you to be happy.  We all do.  You're such a tyrant lately."

      "And you think falling in love will make me less of a tyrant?  Make me happy?"  He scoffed.  "I am hardly a poetry-reading, soft-headed youth."

      "Neither is Robert and yet Min makes him happy."  She smiled wanly and wiped his doublet where her face had been moments ago.  "Spend more time with him and you'll see."

      "Now that we are both in the one place together, spending more time with him will be inevitable.  But if he spouts poetry at me, I shall be forced to shut his mouth with my fist."

      "I'd like to see you try," said a familiar voice behind him.

      "Robert!"  Lilly let go of Leo and ran to her other, full-blooded, brother.

      Blake caught her face between his hands and frowned.  "You've been crying."  He turned on Leo.  "What have you said to her?"

      "Nothing you shouldn't have already said before my arrival in London."

      Blake's eyes narrowed.  He looked like he wanted to knock Leo's head off his shoulders.

      Lilly placed a hand on her brother's arm.  "Robert," she warned.  "Not here.  My maid has just changed the rushes."

      Blake seemed to relax, just a little, and Leo almost smiled at his sister's technique for diffusing potentially explosive situations.

      "My study," he said to Blake.  "Now.  We have business to discuss."

      Lilly rolled her eyes.  "Very well, go and talk about me behind my back.  Everyone else will be soon enough," she added, patting her still flat belly.

      "Oh, Lil," Blake said, kissing the top of her head.

      "No they won't," Leo said, brushing past them both.  "They'll be praising you on your fortunate marriage.  Come, Blake."

      "Yes, my lord," he mocked, "as you wish."

      Leo waited for Blake to take his leave of Lilly then together they strode to Leo's study in silence.  When they reached the sparsely furnished room on the south side of the house, Leo indicated his brother should sit.  Blake remained standing.

      "I spoke to Alice Croft this morning," Leo said, sitting at his desk.  If his brother wanted to stand, so be it.

      Blake's face lightened a little at the mention of her name.  "How is she?  Still giving her father headaches?"

      "I wouldn't know."  Leo pulled out a sheet of parchment.  "But I'm sure she is.  A woman like her..."  He trailed off, aware his brother was watching him with a sardonic smile.

      "Yes?" Blake prompted.

      "She is entirely too clever for a woman."

      Blake tipped his head back and laughed so hard his shoulders shook.  "I'm not sure there is such a thing as a woman being too clever, but that's where you and I differ.  I like a woman with wit."

      "It's not the only thing we disagree on.  Will you bloody sit down!  My neck is aching having to look up at you."

      Blake sat, still smiling.  "Did Alice agree to spy on Hawkesbury for you?"

      Leo nodded.  "For a price."  He told his brother about the arrangement he'd forged with Mistress Croft including Blake's own role to play with London's merchants and his betrothed's wedding dress.

      Blake listened and agreed.  "She's thought of everything.  It'll be a good arrangement for her and I've no doubt she'll make a success of any venture she takes on.  But you're a fool, Leo."

      "For agreeing to her terms?"  He'd been wondering the same thing.  What if the seamstress decided it wasn't enough and demanded more from him to keep her silence?

      "For spying on Hawkesbury at all.  Our sister doesn't want the union."

      "So she says," Leo said.  "But you know as well as I do that she's lying.  Despite everything, she still loves the cold-blooded cur.  Would you deny her that love?"

      Blake snorted softly.  "You speak of love as if you know what it is.  But I can assure you that you do not.  Not yet."  He leaned forward and regarded Leo with sympathy.  Sympathy!

      Ha!  Blake was the poor fool who'd fallen victim to soft-headed tendencies, not the other way around.

      "Our sister does love Hawkesbury," Blake went on, "but that is precisely why she cannot marry him.  Not unless he wants the union too.  Wholeheartedly."

      Leo shook his head.  His brother was talking nonsense again.  Falling in love had a lot to answer for.  "She needs to marry him, or she will be ruined."

      "As will your chances of returning to the fold at court if she does not?"  Blake scoffed.  "This isn't about you, Leo."

      Leo shot to his feet, rounded the desk and grabbed Blake by the front of his doublet.  He would have hauled Blake to his feet, but his half-brother rose of his own accord, his arms outstretched in surrender.  Damn him.  Leo could do with a good fight.  At least if he fought Blake there'd be no repercussions afterwards.  Well, not as many as if he fought a stranger in the street.

      "I am well aware of that," Leo said, shoving Blake away.  "How can I not be in this family?"

      "Leo—."

      "Are you going to help me or not?"

      "I've already said I will."

      Leo returned to the desk and retrieved the quill from the inkstand.  He handed it to Blake.  "Write a letter of introduction for Mistress Croft to one of your cloth merchant contacts.  Then go and tell Minerva that the seamstress will be making her a gown for her wedding feast.  Don't mention anything about our arrangement."

      Blake took the pen and dipped it in the ink.  "I will mention everything to Min whether you like it or not."  Leo began to protest so Blake stopped writing.  "We have no secrets between us."

      "How sweet."  Sickeningly so.

      "Min can be trusted."

      If Blake believed it then it was probably true.  He was a good judge of character no matter what other faults he possessed.  "Just write the letter."

      Blake signed his name and replaced the pen in the inkstand.  "Now, as to the rent for Alice's shop."

      "What of it?"

      "How will you pay for it?"

      Leo didn't detect any note of sarcasm in his half-brother's tone but still, the question grated.  "I will find a way."

      "You have no money."

      "I have land in an area known for its coal."

      "But you have no mine, and no capital to start one or even investigate the viability of one."

      "I'll find the capital," Leo said.  "Someone at court will be willing to sink their funds into a partnership if it might make them even richer."

      "Do you truly think so?"  Blake folded the parchment and reached for a stick of sealing wax.  "A partnership with the son of the last Baron Warhurst who infamously fleeced half the court in exactly the same way that you plan on making money?"

      It was true.  Leo's father had petitioned several noblemen—Hawkesbury's blackmailer, Lord Enderby, among them—for money to invest in a mine on his land.  He never dug a single hole, however, and instead spent the money on his mistress.  That was over thirty years ago, just before he died.  Leo had been only a babe at the time but those who'd lost heavily to his father never let him forget it after he came into his majority.

      "I paid back their debts as soon as I could," he said.

      "And bankrupted the Warhurst estate in the process."  Blake pressed the seal on his signet ring into the wax then returned it to his finger.  "Hardly a good business brain you have there, Brother.  I'm not sure anyone would be flinging their money into a mine on land which may or many not yield anything let alone coal."

      "Do you have a point or do you simply like reminding me of the stain attached to my name?"  Not that Leo needed reminding.  He was all too aware of the tarnished blood that ran through his veins.

      Blake leaned heavily on the desk and lowered his head.  "I'm sorry."  He straightened and turned.  "I shouldn't have said that.  I wish I could help you but—."

      "Don't say it."

      "I have enough—."

      "Don't be a fool, Blake!  You'll soon have a wife and father-in-law to care for, as well as Mother and Lilly.  When her baby and your own babes come into the world, even your copious funds will be strained."  Leo held out his hand.  "The letter, if you don't mind."

      Blake handed it to him but didn't let go so that they performed a kind of childish tug of war.  "Let me pay the rent on Alice's shop at least."

      "No.  I'll sell Father's sword if I have to."

      Blake gasped.  "But it's a beautiful piece of workmanship!  The queen herself gave it to him."

      "Too beautiful to be of any use to me.  I prefer a blade to be functional, not covered in pearls and fancy engravings."

      Blake finally let go of the letter.  "Very well.  I can't stop you selling the only thing of worth he ever gave you."

      For some reason, Leo found that funny.  "You don't think the Warhurst estate and title are worthy?"

      Blake gave him a crooked grin.  "Apart from those."  He sobered.  "Are you sure I can't give you the money?"

      "No.  Lilly's burden is ours to share.  I'll not let you pay for everything."

      "I have enough—."

      "Christ, let me do something for her at least."

      Blake shrugged.  "Very well.  But your pride will be your downfall, Leo, if you're not careful."

      "Full of pithy wisdom today, aren't we?"

      Blake held up his hands and strode towards the door, Leo following close behind.  "Let me know how you and Alice get on," Blake said.  "And be nice to her.  She has a good soul.  She deserves to be treated with respect."

      Leo opened the door for his half-brother.  "I'll give her all the respect she's due."

      Blake left, scowling and shaking his head.  Leo was relieved to shut the door on his back.
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