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England 1822

It was not often that Leif Riley managed to catch someone behaving worse than him.

The young woman standing with her ear pressed to the door of the Earl of Blackbourne’s private study was obviously a lady of quality despite the fact that she was eavesdropping. She was listening so carefully to what was occurring in the adjoining room she had no idea she was no longer alone.

Bored and prone to indulging his devilish nature, Leif decided not to alert her to his presence just yet. He made no sound as he approached the overstuffed sofa near the fireplace at the end of the room and settled his hip on the curved arm. His measuring gaze moved freely and unabashedly over the slim form of the unknown woman.

She was terribly petite. The top of her head would probably barely bump at the underside of his chin. Leif might have thought her to be a girl she was so slight. Her back was slim and her shoulders were narrow, but there was definite maturity to the feminine curve of her waist and hip.

A mass of pale hair was twisted atop her head in a thick chignon that appeared too heavy to be properly supported by her slim neck. The fair tresses held a hint of fire banked in their depth, suggesting an inner warmth which contrasted nicely with the cool and creamy tone of her skin and the virginal whiteness of her gown.

He narrowed his gaze.

Her clothing and adornment were all of the highest quality. The simple day dress was not nearly as sophisticated as what was currently coming out of Paris, but it was made from the finest materials available. The pale peach-colored sash was likely Indian silk and a master hand had stitched the delicate embroidery that trimmed the sleeves and hemline of the gown. Even the shoes peeking from beneath the scalloped hem were made from fine supple leather.

It was Leif’s business to notice the details that denoted a woman’s wealth and station. It was automatic, when he first encountered a woman he hadn’t met, to quickly judge her financial worth. It had become a subconscious act performed out of necessity and habit. Truth be told, he hated fashion. But being able to recognize quality in the elements of feminine attire often saved him a grand waste of time in potentially choosing the wrong mark.

As he cocked his head to study the strange young woman a bit further, he had to admit  this was one time in particular he found the act of perusing the details of a lady’s appearance to be highly enjoyable.

Especially as he began to consider the elements carefully hidden beneath the layers of finery.

He resisted the urge to shift his position as the unexpected weight of arousal made his breeches uncomfortable. The swift heat of lust in his blood was a surprise, being triggered as it was by so slight a catalyst. Leif was far from being a green lad where the barest thought of a woman’s private anatomy could make the blood thunder in his ears.

His lips twisted wryly.

It seemed  even his jaded sensibilities could be aroused by the decadent act of voyeurism.

The poor woman had no idea he was watching her even as he imagined the sensual details of her naked body. Leif suddenly wished with more force than he had felt for anything in an obscene length of time that the stranger would turn around.

Not one to sit idle and wait for what he wanted, he broke the silence of the room. “Are they saying anything interesting?”

Even spoken quietly his words had a dramatic effect on the young woman. She gave a sharp, startled gasp and spun around to face him, pressing her back flat against the door she had just had her ear to. Her eyes were wide with alarm and she drew a swift breath that appeared to get caught in her lungs.

She was not a beauty by any means. At least not in comparison to the stylish ladies currently gracing the drawing rooms of London. Her forehead was a touch too high, but her arching brows, pert little nose and the soft bow of her mouth lent her an other-worldly attractiveness. There was even a constellation of pale freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose and the crests of her fine cheekbones.

No, not a collection of features that would bring her acclaim as a great beauty, but there might be some who managed to see past the oddness of the delicate details to appreciate their uniqueness.

The eyes, he realized belatedly, were easily the most unusual of her features. A green so pale and bright they seemed to be lit from within. They reminded him of the sea on those rare days when the brightness of the sun washed away the darker blues, leaving behind a crystal purity unmatched by even the most precious gems.

Uncomfortable with the poetic bend of his thoughts, Leif allowed his gaze to dip below her neckline. Just long enough to note that her breasts had the potential to rival the perfection of Marie Antoinette’s iconic bosom.

He broadened his smile into a roguish grin and was pleased to see her sea-foam gaze flicker in reaction. Enjoying the stunned look on her interesting face, he decided to see how far he could push the encounter. He gestured toward the door behind her with a sharp nod of his head and repeated his question.

“Anything interesting?”

She opened her lovely mouth as if to speak. When no sound came out, she closed it, took a deep breath and tried again. This time when there was no sound, she clamped her lips shut and eyed him warily. A subtle crease found its place between her brows.

The women of Leif’s acquaintance would not be caught dead displaying such an artless combination of embarrassment and helpless pride.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to call you out for misbehaving. I happen to appreciate bad behavior.” He smiled at her guarded expression. “Especially in fair ladies.”

“No,” she interjected abruptly. Her cheeks blushed a bright pink, and instead of detracting from her appearance, it made her more endearing. “You do not understand. It’s not...it is not what it looks like.”

There was a thread of emotional strain in her voice. Strain and the delightful lilt of an Irish brogue that unfurled in a lovely cadence.

He felt an urge to put her at ease, but he was not the comforting sort.

He cocked an eyebrow in disbelief. “You weren’t listening intently at that door just a moment ago?”

The woman’s stiff spine slumped just a touch before she straightened again. She waved a slim-fingered hand toward the door at her back with a graceful turn of her elbow.

“Well, obviously I was listening, but it was with no malicious intent, I swear it.”

“You were drawn in by irresistible curiosity, then?” he teased.

The woman licked her lips and her pale-green eyes slid to the side as she tried to find a way to answer him without incriminating herself any further.

“They must be talking about me again.” He offered with a swaggering grin that usually made women twitter with captivated interest. “You can admit it. I am a fascinating subject. But whatever they are saying, it is only half true. The more scandalous half, they know absolutely nothing about.”

His charm had no effect on the girl as she pursed her lush lips in growing distress and shook her head. A few strands of strawberry-blonde hair slid from her chignon to caress her pale cheeks.

“No, not you,” she insisted with a note of distraction. She paused to draw a swift breath and her hands fluttered before she clasped them together and continued in a nervous rush of words. “I do not even know who you are. They are talking about me. About my future. Or rather, whether or not I am to have a chance at a future.”

The smooth feminine texture of her faint accent slid like soft silk over Leif’s senses. If it were possible to bathe in the warmth of the rolling and dipping sounds he would have stripped naked then and there.

“Of course,” she went on, her anxiety seeming to loosen her tongue, “I would not typically listen so rudely to a discussion clearly meant to be private. Such behavior is simply inexcusable. It is just that...the conversation currently taking place in that room is infinitely important. At least to me,” she added slowly as her elfish features folded into a fierce little frown and she tilted her head to eye him critically. “But you don’t really care about any of that, do you?”

Leif blinked, jolted by her sudden sharp perception. In truth, he had only been half-listening to her run off of words. Why did women always feel such a need to explain everything? The entire time she had been talking, his attention had been ensnared by the movement of her lips, the full bottom one in particular, the delightful nervousness in her fluttering hands and the way that in spite of her obvious innocence and utter lack of social polish, or perhaps because of them, she kept her pale-green eyes fastened to his face.

Forcing himself to recall what she had said, he saw no reason not to reply honestly.

“You are right. Your explanations are lost on me. I am in no position to judge another’s behavior. I have done far worse than eavesdropping in my lifetime.” He folded his arms across his chest in a casual posture. “Hell, I’ve done worse already this morning.”

“Afternoon,” the Irish lass corrected, obviously comfortable with having found her voice.

Leif grinned and shook his head. It was not the first time he’d been corrected in such a manner. “I have been out of my bed for barely an hour. It’s morning.”

Her expressive gaze flashed with surprise. “And you have already done worse?”

Leif laughed at the innocent curiosity in her question. He couldn’t help it. The girl was so refreshingly...fresh.

“Irish, you have no idea,” he murmured in a sensual drawl. “I’ve committed half a dozen sins in my mind during the last fifteen minutes alone.”

He kept his voice low in the way women appreciated on a visceral level. Years ago, a female of intimate acquaintance told him she could reach climax by the sound of his whispered words alone. Though he managed to prove her statement true, Leif certainly counted it an exception. Of course, that didn’t stop him from developing an arsenal of vocal variations for use toward other purposes. To relax and sooth, tease or cajole.

Her mouth dropped open at his bold insinuation, but she did not soften to his tone. Perhaps the trick was lost on innocent ears. Her stunningly clear gaze met his with more self-possession than he expected.

“You are a rogue,” she stated with solid conviction.

He smiled at the stony expression that hardened her sweet elfish features. The harshness only accentuated her obvious vulnerability.

“Among other things,” he replied with a careless shrug.

His expression was neutral and his movements relaxed as he lengthened his body and stood from where he had been leaning on the arm of the sofa. His approach was slow as he crossed the boundary of propriety, closing the distance between them that a man with even the slightest sense of social decorum would have maintained.

Her slim posture stiffened as he neared, and though it was subtle, Leif noticed that she pressed her back more securely against the door and the light in her eyes turned wary.

But she didn’t step away, didn’t retreat. He liked that.

Caution wasn’t her only reaction, he noted as he came to stand at her side and lean his shoulder against the solid wooden door. The black centers of her eyes had dilated until there was only a narrow ring of the soft crystalline green surrounding them. Her lips were parted and he could hear the whisper of her breath as it slid swiftly past her teeth.

He drew in the air that drifted in the space between them. Her personal scent soaked his brain and sparked a flash of dark yearning at the back of his skull. The sensation was pleasurable near to the point of discomfort. She smelled like a field of wildflowers after a summer rain. Sweetly delicate, fresh and crisp with a subtle note of tempting earthiness.

Leif’s lips curled into a bitter smirk at the flight of whimsy. Women did not smell of wildflowers. Expensive French perfume, even more expensive French wine, and almost always eventually sweat and sex.

But not rain-soaked wildflowers.

A shadow fell over the bright beauty of the young woman’s eyes. Her teeth closed over her full bottom lip as if she were holding something back, and when she spoke, her voice was cool and masked.

“Do you find this type of thing amusing?”

He cocked a brow at her question. “What type of thing?”

She lowered her fine brows over her expressive gaze and pursed her lips together in a way that should have given her a sour appearance. But Leif looked at the disapproving shape of her full mouth and felt only an intense desire to kiss her. He glanced up from her lips and was stopped by the flash of ire in her gaze.

She was irritated with him.

It took him by surprise—her annoyance and the realization that he had caused it. He did not irritate women. He charmed them. Usually quite effortlessly. He was handsome, roguishly wicked, and exceptionally well-versed in all forms of seduction, from soft and sweet to dark and licentious. He knew what he was about. He had been playing this game for many years and with women far more experienced than this pure Irish lass.

Not that he had been trying to seduce her, but if he had been, it should have been easy. Her youth, lack of sophistication, obvious innocence and naiveté. She should have been receptive, warm and practically falling into his arms by now.

“This—” she indicated pertly with a sweeping gesture of her slim hand, “—being inappropriate, shoving me off balance to see how I react.”

The young woman was proving to be disturbingly perceptive. Considering the fact that he often used manipulation and distraction when dealing with members of the fair sex, a perceptive female was not something he relished.

“Is that what I was doing?”

She gave him a gentle little frown that showed more than words could what she thought of his prevarication. “You must think me a foolish woman if you believe I would not notice the glint of ridicule in your gaze or the derision twisting your lips.”

Leif laughed then and watched as her frown deepened. Too perceptive by far.

“Ah, you saw that, did you?” He lowered his chin and tipped his head toward her like a lover and was pleased by her sharp intake of breath. “Well, I assure you, I only ever ridicule myself.”

“Of course you do,” she replied through tight lips. The sarcasm in her voice was unmistakable. She shifted and pushed away from the door at her back. The slight movement stirred the air just enough to send a hint of wildflowers to his flared nostrils. Leif tensed, thinking she might walk away. Instead, she turned to face him squarely. Their postures were now intimately matched though still separated by several inches.

His blood pulsed at his temples.

Pale, shining eyes met his with direct and unwavering accusation. “I know what you are.”

Leif arched a brow. She couldn’t possibly be that perceptive.

“You do?”

She nodded.

“My father warned me about rakes and scoundrels who would try to take advantage, but he needn’t have bothered. I have no intention of allowing my better sense to be swept away by false words and flattering glances. Such things have no substance, no value when it really matters.”

She spoke with a fervent conviction that revealed her innocence more than anything else could, and Leif couldn’t stop himself from teasing her further. “You have experience with rakes and scoundrels then?”

Her eyes widened and a lovely blush spread across her cheeks. “Certainly not. And I intend to keep it that way. I have no desire to fall victim to sweetly uttered lies that will leave me ruined and broken hearted.”

“Well, I am not nearly so thoughtless,” Leif replied with a grin. “I never make promises I am unable to keep, and I’ve never left a lady with a broken heart.”

He didn’t feel it necessary to clarify that the women of his intimate acquaintance had hearts far too sophisticated to break.

The young lady sighed. It was a heavy sound that echoed from a place far deeper than he imagined might exist in one so ingenuous.

“There you go again,” she muttered, “thinking me a fool.” She tipped her head to the side, peering at him again in that keen way that had him wondering what she saw. “I suspect your charm gets you into far more trouble than it gets you out of. In spite of your declaration that you are otherwise, it is clear you are a very dangerous sort or you never would have approached a woman completely unknown to you and behaved in such an outrageous manner.”

Leif was at the same time pleased and perturbed by her observation. He grinned and brushed his knuckles along the underside of his jaw as he eyed her thoughtfully. Her gloved hands were linked together at her waist. So tightly the pure white fabric was deeply creased.

A barricade against him? Or an indication she was holding something back?

“Outrageous, am I?”

“Most definitely.” She nodded.

Leif pushed off from the door and straightened his posture. He fairly loomed over her diminutive stature. The position gave him a pleasant view of her softly curved cleavage and a distinct physical advantage that did not go unnoticed by her. Her eyelashes fluttered against her fair cheeks.

“Let me ask you this, Irish.” His voice dropped to an intimate murmur. “Though I am denying nothing, if I am as bad as you claim, why have you deigned to converse with me as long as you have?”

Her striking sea-green eyes flew up to meet his and she drew a swift breath as if to protest his insinuation. Then just as quickly, she snapped her mouth closed and narrowed her gaze as she appeared to reorganize her response.

Leif experienced a sharp stab of regret that she hadn’t gone through with her initial reaction. He suspected it would have been far more amusing than what was to come.

“You make an excellent point,” she agreed. “It is most certainly in my best interest to bring this...unusual interview to an end.” She tilted her head and eyed him with a blend of caution and query in her gaze. “I suppose I have no choice but to trust you will not speak of my indiscretion here.”

“No need to worry, Irish. I am not one to carry tales. Besides,” he added with a jaunty nod of his head as she stepped away from him and started across the library, “we have not exchanged names. I haven’t the slightest idea who you are.”

For some reason, his words gave her pause. She stopped and glanced back at him over her shoulder. Then a gentle smile crept across her full lips, as if she had just discovered a delightful treasure she intended to keep all to herself.

“Again, you are quite correct,” she replied after a moment, “and isn’t it lovely.”

The dancing lilt of pleasure in her voice was unmistakable, as was the jubilant little spring that lightened her steps as she continued from the room.

Leif watched the delicate sway of her backside until she was out of sight. The unique sound of her voice flitted through his brain like a trapped butterfly and the scent of her lingered in the atmosphere where he stood. It took him another moment to free himself from the sensual snare the unusual woman had caught him in without even trying.

Then he chuckled. An odd little creature indeed, and one he hoped to encounter again. Shaking off the last of his distraction, he turned toward the door at his side and pressed his ear to the solid wood surface.
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Chapter Two
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Abbigael Granger waited until she was out of view of the library before she sprinted across the grand hall to the main stairway. In her agitation, she took a wrong turn at the top of the stairs and had to backtrack to find the bedroom she had first been shown to just a few hours earlier.

She closed the door behind her and gave the lock a turn for good measure. Then felt foolish for doing so and turned the lock back again.

She was not usually so flustered. But then again, she had never before been caught in such a humiliating position. Her cheeks burned with shame and she pressed her hands to her face as she paced to the casement window.

Eavesdropping on her hosts before they had even agreed to her father’s request.

How utterly stupid.

Abbigael unlatched the windows and threw them wide. The brisk air of the Essex countryside swept into the room and cooled the heat in her cheeks. The open windows presented a stunning view of the Blackbournes’s manicured gardens not yet fully awakened from the winter. In the distance, a faint shimmer of silver reflecting in the afternoon sun hinted at the presence of a trout stream.

Abbigael should have been delighted by the sight as she loved fishing. But at the moment, her thoughts were not coming together in a normal fashion. The pleasant scene spread out before her faded away from the image of a grinning rogue with lightly tousled caramel-colored hair, eyes that were neither blue nor green nor hazel but some unique mixture of them all, and a manner that was far too bold.

Oh, Abbigael had met bold men before. Some of her father’s political cronies could stand to take a few lessons in social restraint. But she had never before been the object of such...suggestive attention.

The handsome man from the library had an overabundance of charm and had displayed no moral reticence as he taunted her for his own amusement. He knew what he was about, to be sure. No honorable gentleman would have spoken to her in such a brazen and suggestive manner. He had almost drawn her in with the soothing rhythm of his words and what she at first thought might be a glint of real appreciation in his gaze. Luckily, she’d caught herself before she managed to make an even bigger fool of herself. The golden sparkle in his eyes was more likely the flash of careless mischief and willful wickedness, certainly not a reflection of sincere and honorable interest.

She turned away from the window and crossed to the enormous four-poster bed that dominated the room. She lifted her skirts to climb onto the high mattress and stretch out crossways on her stomach, folding her hands beneath her chin.

Whoever he was, Abbigael hoped she would not have cause to see him again. Not only had he been witness to her shameful behavior, he also made her feel acutely aware of herself in a way that was decidedly uncomfortable. There had been a few brief moments when she had felt as if she were seeing herself through his eyes, and in doing so had seen something unexpected and unusual.

And she did not like that one bit.

She needed everyone to see her as no different than any of the other young ladies out hunting for a worthy husband. At twenty-one years of age, she was already going to be older than most of the other girls. Add to that the fact that she was from Ireland and no raving beauty and she already had enough to overcome. She did not need the added burden of being seen as an oddity.

A bright thought sparked through her melancholy mood and she scrambled to her knees in the center of the bed. The encounter with the unknown gentleman had proven one thing in her favor. The fact that he, scoundrel though he was, considered her for a brief interlude of flirtation gave her hope beyond measure that her trip to England may be successful after all. What he had said just before she left was perhaps her greatest advantage. No one here knew her.

But she wasn’t naïve.

Her past was known by too many, and she only had so much time before someone recalled the gossip connected to her name. Her father, as powerful as he was in Dublin, had not been able to stem the tide of malicious talk that had doomed her chances of marriage in Ireland. She prayed London might be far enough from home to give her a chance, because once the rumors from her past came to light, even her immense dowry and her father’s political connections wouldn’t be enough to attract the husband she craved.

A sharp knock at her door startled Abbigael from her musings.

“Miss Granger? It is Anna Sinclair. May I come in?”

Oh, for heaven’s sake, it was the Countess of Blackbourne herself.

She had expected her father to come up and tell her if she was to stay on in England. She had not expected the lady of the house to personally seek her out.

Abbigael scrambled atop the mattress, trying to shift herself in a more decorous position as she replied. “Yes, of course, my lady. Please come in.”

The door opened instantly and the countess swept into the room.

Lady Blackbourne was an exceptionally beautiful woman. Not yet thirty, tall and black-haired with warm brown eyes. From the moment she had been introduced, Abbigael had sensed in the lady a force akin to that in nature—unrelenting and determined, yet soft and kind in the subtle ways that mattered.

Her father had warned her that the countess was an eccentric, a noblewoman who engaged in business as the proprietor of a renowned Thoroughbred racing stables. But the lady’s husband, the Earl of Blackbourne, was a distant cousin and Abbigael’s best chance at receiving a proper reception in London society.

If they agreed to sponsor her.

Her cheeks burned again as she recalled her deplorable behavior in the library. She would be mortified if the grand lady discovered she had tried to listen in on what had been intended as a private interview between the Blackbournes and her father.

She hoped the rogue who had witnessed her actions could be trusted not to carry tales of what he had seen.

Lady Blackbourne smiled as she approached, waving a hand for Abbigael to stay put when she would have slid to the edge of the bed to stand. The countess came forward and sat down beside her. Abbigael tucked her feet beneath her skirt and tried to straighten her posture.

Settling herself with effortless grace, Lady Blackbourne turned to face her with warmth in her easy smile.

“Miss Granger...may I call you Abbigael?” At Abbigael’s silent nod, the lady’s smile widened. “Excellent. You’ll learn I’m not very good with formalities.”

Abbigael almost released a sigh of relief but caught herself. The difference between what she and Lady Blackbourne considered formal could be counties apart.

“Yes, my lady,” she responded politely.

“Anna, please, when we are alone at least.” Elegant brows arched over darkly intelligent eyes. “I cannot seem to get used to my lady and prefer to avoid it whenever possible.”

Abbigael was surprised to see that the countess appeared to be genuinely opposed to the formality of her station. Apparently, the lady was eccentric in ways more personal than simply being in business. Although Lady Blackbourne’s up-front demeanor was unusual to say the least, Abbigael appreciated the lack of prevarication.

“Of course, as you wish,” she answered quickly, seeing that the countess was waiting for her response.

“All right then.” With a smile and a nod, Lady Blackbourne shifted on the bed, lifting her skirts out of her way as she turned to face Abbigael more fully. “Now that we are on more comfortable terms, shall we get down to the business of your visit?”

Abbigael blinked at the abrupt change in tone and topic. There was a formidable layer of command in the lady’s voice that was assuring and intimidating at the same time.

Abbigael was instantly wary.

“I believe my father intended to discuss that with you and Lord Blackbourne himself,” she replied carefully.

Sir Felix Granger would have been very cautious in what he chose to reveal to the Blackbournes. Ever the politician, he would give them just enough information so he could not be accused of hiding anything, but not so much he might scare them off.

Abbigael’s was a prickly situation.

Lady Blackbourne waved a dismissive hand through the air. “Conversations between respectable gentlemen in wood-paneled rooms rarely get to the heart of any matter. Sir Felix thoroughly explained the logistics of the issue. I understand there are circumstances from your past that could give rise to damaging rumors if given the chance. However, I need to learn a bit more about you, my dear, if I am to help you.”

Abbigael tensed. The lady seemed kind enough, but history had taught Abbigael to guard against questions that delved into her personal past.

She shifted her seat and noticed one of her legs had fallen asleep folded beneath her as it was. She shifted again, trying to alleviate the painful prickles in her calf and foot and started to panic just a bit. They sat on the bed as if they were two school girls sharing confidences, but Abbigael was acutely aware of the vital importance of their conversation.

She looked at the grand lady seated next to her on the bed and took a deep breath. She had no choice but to trust the countess.

“Perhaps my father did not get a chance to go into some of the details of my past...”

“My dear,” the countess interrupted as she leaned forward and took Abbigael’s slim hands in both of hers. “Do not distress yourself. Your father told us everything he felt was pertinent to our agreeing to sponsor your London debut.” Her black brows lowered sternly. “To tell the truth, I think far too much was made of a situation which may have been better handled with sympathy and understanding. Grief touches us each in its own way. All we can hope to do is ride it out the best we can.”

The countess gave Abbigael’s hands a gentle squeeze and her eyes were filled with warmth as she continued, “I am deeply sorry you lost your mother at such a delicate age. Although time may have dimmed the pain, I know the wounds inflicted by some losses can never be healed.”

Abbigael stared at the lady with stunned gratitude. Never had anyone addressed the issue with such straight-forward compassion.

“Thank you, my lady.”

The countess smiled. “We will, of course, handle the elements of your past with discretion and care. Though I learned the hard way that these things are often best handled by being faced head on. London high society can be terribly intolerant.”

Hope burgeoned in Abbigael’s tight chest.

“My lady—“

“Anna, please.”

“Anna, are you saying that you and Lord Blackbourne have agreed to my father’s request?”

“Of course.”

Abbigael didn’t realize just how intensely she had been craving that answer until she nearly fainted from the strength of her relief. She tightened her grip on the countess’s hands and leaned forward in an earnest expression of gratitude.

“Thank you, my l—Anna. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

Lady Blackbourne smiled at Abbigael’s enthusiasm.

“That is why I came to talk with you. If I am to assist you, I need to know what you want. A husband, yes, I get that,” she said as Abbigael opened her mouth to reply. “Your father has made it clear that he hopes you will find a solid and proper match during the London season. But I want to know what you want. What does your heart yearn for above all else?”

Lady Blackbourne’s dark eyes searched her face in silence and compassion as she waited for an answer.

Abbigael got the very sharp impression that this woman understood what it was to dwell in dark thoughts and hope for brighter days. The empathy in the older woman’s gaze smoothed away some of Abbigael’s typical reticence. She struggled to trust the soft voice in her soul urging her to accept the friendship Lady Blackbourne offered. It was unbelievably tempting to respond to the romanticized question by expounding upon the years of loneliness and solitude that had gone on for far too long, or the grief that was still a part of every day she breathed.

But distrust and betrayal had been too prevalent in her life, and Abbigael answered with as much honesty as she felt safe to allow.

“I want a man I can depend upon. A husband who is steady and kind. And children to love.” She blushed at the last, fearing it revealed too much, but she refused to glance away from Lady Blackbourne’s keen regard. She could not afford to appear anything less than firmly resolved in her endeavor to gain what she sought. Finding her a suitable husband amongst English aristocracy was not going to be an easy task.

Her father insisted upon a match with a peer. In spite of everything, he had high ambitions and would only agree to a union that was both socially and politically advantageous. In discussing strategy with the Blackbournes, he very likely put a great deal of stress on the idea of keeping away any prospects who had nothing to offer and were only interested in her sizeable dowry.

Unfortunately, her fortune was likely to be the only thing strong enough to lure in a proposal.

Abbigael waited for the lady to respond, feeling more exposed with every second the other woman silently contemplated her answer.

Finally, Lady Blackbourne smiled in a way that transformed her resolute features into an expression that was slightly wistful.

“Then that is what you shall have. I promise to do everything in my power to help you attain such a worthy goal.”

“And I will do all I can to ensure you don’t regret your decision to help me,” Abbigael replied with fierce determination. She had no intention of squandering her last chance at the future she yearned for.

“Well, let’s hope your commitment comes with a heavy dose of endurance.” The countess’s voice held a note of somber advice. “The London social whirl can be brutal and most of the work will rest on your shoulders. The Blackbourne name will get you through some heavy doors, but after that you will be much on your own.”

Abbigael nodded in understanding, but the warning couldn’t dim the smile that spread her lips.

“Excellent,” the countess exclaimed as she slid to the edge of the bed. “I hope you will be settled in enough to join us for dinner tonight. Just the family, so nothing too formal.”

“I would love to.” Abbigael struggled with the curiosity that urged her to ask about the man from the library. She decided it was better to anticipate another run-in with him than to be surprised. “Lady Blackbourne, if I may ask, will your other guest be at dinner?”

The countess frowned and looked at Abbigael curiously.

“Ah, what other guest?”

Abbigael tried to answer with a degree of nonchalance she didn’t necessarily feel. “I ran into a young man while I was in the library. I’m afraid we didn’t exchange names.”

“A young man?” the lady asked. “Handsome?”

Abbigael nodded, trying to subdue the warmth that invaded her cheeks. If she had had any doubt as to the inappropriateness of her encounter with the mysterious stranger, the countess’s hesitation in answering confirmed that the man was one to avoid.

“It must have been Baron Riley, though he claimed he would be returning to London this morning.”

Abbigael was reminded of the man’s rather loose interpretation of the time of day.

“Did Lord Riley speak to you?”

Abbigael heard the hint of concern in the countess’s question and noted her deepening frown.

“Only briefly,” she replied. To go into detail about her encounter with the baron could lead to further inquiry into her own purpose in being in the library. Too late, she realized her curiosity about Lord Riley may have backed her into a corner.

“Brief is good,” the countess muttered quickly. Then, as if realizing the cryptic nature of her response, she leveled Abbigael with a direct stare and explained. “Although he is an old and dear friend of mine, Lord Riley’s social activities define him as a man that is by no stretch of the imagination a suitable acquaintance for a young woman in your particular situation. Do you understand?”

Abbigael nodded solemnly. It was no less than she had suspected. “I believe I do.”

Lady Blackbourne eyed her carefully for another moment. Long enough for Abbigael to develop the urge to squirm and wish she had kept her curiosity under lock and key.

Finally, the countess smiled and made an obvious effort to insert more lightness into her tone. “Well, there is no reason your paths should cross once we are in London, so no need to worry.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Three
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The next week was a whirlwind of activity.

Abbigael remained with the Blackbournes at their country estate only a few more days before the entire household began to prepare for the move to London.

Lady Blackbourne insisted they make a few rounds on Bond Street when they got to London. Abbigael and her father had purchased several trunks full of gowns, underclothes, and accessories before leaving Dublin. Even so, apparently by London standards she was still quite far off the mark for an heiress debutante.

The day before they were set to leave the country, Abbigael was in her bedroom packing up some of her smaller personal items when her father gave his customarily curt knock at the door. She hadn’t seen him much at all in the days since they had reached Silverly. At her call to enter, he came into her room like he always did, as if he were unsure what he would find. Abbigael almost smiled as the imposing Sir Felix Granger stepped hesitantly over the threshold and closed the door behind him. His keen brown eyes swept over the details of the room. He clasped his hands behind him and thrust his shoulders back as if he were facing down his opposition in the Privy Council of Ireland. In politics, Sir Felix was known for his impassioned and articulate speeches and steadfast defense of native Irish rights.

But when it came to his daughter, he became nearly mute, as if he were afraid to say the wrong thing and so said nothing.

Abbigael waited for her father to speak. He rarely did anything without a specific purpose so she knew his visit to her room was not for idle chitchat.

Sir Felix crossed the room to stare out the windows she had thrown open earlier to let in the country air. At home in county Donegal, she often had the windows open far into the colder months, preferring the chill of a winter wind over the stuffiness of too much close confinement.

“I am returning to Dublin this evening.”

Abbigael blinked at her father’s broad back. Tonight? She’d known he had professional commitments that would prevent him from participating in her London debut, but Abbigael hadn’t expected him to leave England quite so soon. Though she was disappointed, she wasn’t exactly surprised by his swift departure. Since her mother’s death, his personal passion was securely tied to Irish politics.

She nodded silently behind him, knowing he would not appreciate any expression of distress.

Turning at the window, her father faced her squarely. Tension encircled his mouth and pulled at the center of his forehead.

“You will be in excellent hands with the Earl and Countess of Blackbourne. They know what needs be done and seem graciously willing to do so. For my part, I will only be in the way and there are matters that need my attention back in Ireland. I expect you to take the advice and direction of Lady Blackbourne to heart. But follow your better judgment,” he added quickly, then hesitated as if he wanted to add something else but changed his mind. “Lady Blackbourne is a bit unconventional. A fact that may work in your favor.”

He approached Abbigael as she stood next to the small vanity table where her meager collection of jewelry was laid out in preparation for the trip to town. He unclasped his hands from behind his back and set them heavily on her slim shoulders.

“You will do well here, Abby. Lord Blackbourne has agreed to send word to me as soon as you receive a proposal you find amenable. I insist upon approving any match.”

“Yes, Father,” Abbigael responded, knowing he expected her agreement on that point at least. As if she would have the courage and desire to elope with some gentleman of whom he wouldn’t approve.

She smiled at the ridiculous thought. She was likely to be far more discerning than even her very cautious father.

Seeing her smile, Sir Felix started to smile in return, then he glanced to the side and his entire demeanor altered in an instant. His hands dropped from her shoulders and he took a step back. Abbigael watched as he suddenly found reason to look anywhere other than directly at her.

Her spine stiffened so severely her muscles ached in protest, but she kept her chin up and refused to lower her gaze. She didn’t know what had ruined the brief moment when she had felt as if they were father and daughter again, but the distance he put between them was familiar enough.

Sir Felix crossed the room to her door, turning back to face her just as he opened it.

“You will do well here, Abby,” he repeated, as if he were trying to convince himself of that fact. His brown eyes swept from her face to the jewelry beside her then back to her face. “Send for me if you need me,” he added, and then he was gone.

Abbigael stood without moving, the click of her door echoing through her mind. It had been this way with her father since her mother died more than seven years ago.

That was when everything in her world had been torn apart.

Abbigael had been alone when she got the news of her mother’s death. One of her father’s tenant farmers had run up to the house shouting about an overturned phaeton and the lady lying in the road. Her mother walked that lane every day. Filled with fear so great it blocked out all other thought, Abbigael had started running as fast as her young legs could carry her. She ran with her heart blocking her breath until she came around the bend in the road and saw the figure dressed in pale blue motionless in the dirt.

In an instant, it felt as if the sun had been ripped from her existence. Gone in a flash was everything warm and bright and loving. She had been thirteen and had grown up as close to her mother as any daughter could be. She didn’t need to be told her mother was dead. She knew it the second she saw her lying in the road, perhaps even before. And in that moment, her entire world became a drowning blackness that covered her from all directions and suffocated all remembrance of joy. She distanced her mind from the painful reality and effectively lost connection to anything that existed beyond the fury and pain and loss that stretched her life into one long dark night.

When Abbigael finally came through her grief-stricken oblivion, it was to the realization that her father had sent her to live with her mother’s family in the far north. Initially, Abbigael was relieved, assuming her father would be back for her soon enough. Being around the people who had known her mother so well made her feel more connected to her memory. But it didn’t take long for her to realize that the people who cared for her kept a certain distance and often looked at her with fear, crossing themselves when they passed by.

After a couple days she built up the courage to ask her mother’s aunt, the lady who seemed the least bothered by her presence, why she was treated so strangely. That was when she found out that although inside she had been grieving in a silent blackened void, externally she had been anything but.

Her aunt told her of how she had screamed for hours straight after seeing her mother’s lifeless body. Screamed until the only sound that came from her throat was a wretched croaking groan. No one had been able to comfort her. Even her father, when he had gotten home, had met with flailing limbs and furious snarls. After weeks went by and she still refused to eat anything that wasn’t forced upon her, didn’t sleep beyond short dream-troubled bouts and wouldn’t talk to anyone, her father had sent her north.

Her mother’s family, though loyal and compassionate to the daughter of Mary Curran, were a superstitious people who believed that on the day her mother died, a part of Abbigael’s soul went with her. They could not fully trust the girl with haunted eyes who did not speak for months. They believed anyone who had resided so long in such darkness surely retained some of it within her.

All her life, Abbigael had had an exceptional sensitivity to the nuances of other people’s emotions and intentions. She knew when someone was upset or uncomfortable no matter how they tried to hide it. She felt people’s fear, their excitement, and guilt as if it were her own.

Her mother used to tell her that her ability to empathize so acutely was a gift to be cultivated. But in the horrific aftermath of her mother’s death, surrounded by the sadness and dread of those closest to her, Abbigael wished only to retreat from it all.

As time went on, Abbigael learned to hold herself more distant. In order to save herself, she had to shut away the part of her that felt things most deeply. She couldn’t completely block out the way she intuited other people, but in separating her own emotions, she learned not to take it too far into herself. She secured her sorrow deep inside and began to recover.

Day by day she claimed a bit more of the light, and though she did not carry the same beliefs as those who cared for her, she did understand that she had been changed by her grief. And when her father came to visit her the first time, Abbigael saw the uncertainty and the fear in his eyes and knew she would not be returning home with him.

Her father loved her, but he was not an emotional man. Though he never showed it, she knew he grieved in his own way and she understood with instinctive certainty that he was not capable of taking on the weight of her grief in addition to his own. They never spoke of her mother’s death or Abbigael’s emotional break. Her mother’s death had changed him as well, and as more time went on, for his sake she pretended to be content with his seasonal visits and their guarded conversations.

The rare and glancing moments when Abbigael was reminded of how close she had once been with her father were more painful in that they never lasted very long.

She looked down at the vanity, wondering what it was this time that recalled her father to the devastating memories of the past.

When she saw it lying amidst her pearls and gold, her heart swelled to aching and tears pricked behind her eyes.

Her mother’s broach. It was an ancient and heavy silver piece that had been passed through dozens of generations in her mother’s family. Designed in an intricate Celtic knot with tiny emeralds and amethysts nestled amongst the twining silver, it was the only thing of her mother’s that Abbigael possessed. Lifting the broach from amongst the other less significant items, she held its heavy weight in both of her hands and brought it to her heart, then closed her eyes and whispered a fervent prayer.

“Please, Mother, help me to find happiness here so Father may also find some peace from the dark shadows of the past. I love you. And I miss you.”

She stood for a moment, wishing she had her mother’s strength and stubbornness. Then she opened her eyes, set the medieval broach in the velvet lined box and closed the lid.

She refused to allow the dark weight of loneliness to crowd out the spark of hope that had flared to life when the Blackbournes had agreed to sponsor her London season. And when the morning arrived for the household to load up the carriages and set out for town, Abbigael awoke with a sense of excitement and adventure that she hoped would carry her through the certain challenges ahead.

The day of their departure from Essex dawned bright and sunny and it was no surprise that Lady Blackbourne, being the accomplished horsewoman she was, chose to ride horseback to London. The shocking part was when Abbigael saw the woman vault astride onto the back of a towering roan gelding wearing a riding outfit that included breeches like those worn by young men.

Abbigael barely recovered from the amazement of seeing a gentlewoman dressed in such a manner when she realized she would not be making the trip alone in the carriage. Lord Blackbourne, rather than riding horseback alongside his wife, chose quite happily to ride in the carriage with Abbigael and his two-year-old son, Brian.

Without the benefit of a nurse or other servant to attend to the small child’s needs.

During the short time with the Blackbournes, Abbigael had come to understand that as a rule they did not typically do things as most aristocratic families would. At first glance, the earl appeared to be a quintessential example of English aristocracy. An entitled, confident, leisurely gentleman. But beneath the surface of his refined manners and easy-going attitude, his inner spirit and world views were as unconventional as those of his wife. And when it came to their son, they both took an unusual amount of personal interest in his upbringing. To the point that the child was rarely in the nursery and more often could be found following on the heels of his mother as she went about her daily tasks or playing quietly in his father’s study as he managed the vast Blackbourne holdings.

While the ride from Essex to London was not a long one, with a two-year-old child it could be an excruciating trial. Yet the earl handled every whine and whimper and complaint from his son with relaxed and gentle sternness and still managed to keep up a witty and amusing stream of conversation with Abbigael.

They arrived in London as the sun was setting. Young Brian had just fallen asleep in his father’s arms and the earl was content to let the conversation drift into a companionable silence and they entered the city. Abbigael experienced her first views of London in quiet observation. She craned her neck to stare through the carriage window at the passing city scenes and allowed herself to be overtaken by the excitement of the adventure ahead.

Here was her future.

Now was her final and best chance to break free from the fetters of the past. She had an opportunity to create herself in any image she wished. She did not have to be the politician’s lonely daughter or the girl who had been devastated by her mother’s sudden death. She could be bright and charming. Someone people actually wanted to know.

She would find a way to create the life she craved. One full of the warmth and light and love that had been absent for far too long.
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Chapter Four
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“Are you all right, dear? You look a bit pale.”

The question came from Lady Blackbourne. Abbigael nodded quickly and took a deep breath as she turned.

“Yes, I’m fine. It is all just a bit overwhelming.”

The countess nodded and waved a dismissive hand toward the crush of people that filled the enormous ballroom. Though the Carmichael’s ballroom was spacious and well lit with modern gas lights, it did not succeed in lightening the oppressive atmosphere caused by several hundred people standing nearly elbow to elbow.

“I suppose it can be. You just have to remember that all of these people have their own bothersome insecurities, personal motivations, and in most cases...dark little secrets,” she added with a sly wink. “For all the pomp and arrogance members of the ton like to surround themselves with, they are no different than other human beings. Perhaps just a bit more practiced at hiding their humanity behind a façade of wealth and privilege.”

The countess smiled with calm assurance, but Abbigael still wasn’t convinced that any of the glittering beautiful people surrounding her were anything at all like her.

“Ah,” Lady Blackbourne said with a slight stiffening at the edges of her broad smile as she gazed out into the crowd. “And here is someone to prove my point exactly.” She leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “Perhaps the most arrogant of them all.”

Abbigael turned to see an elegantly dressed gentleman approaching them.

He was a passably attractive man in his mid-thirties or thereabouts with dark hair, dark eyes, and a tall, broad-shouldered form. What he lacked in outright handsomeness, the gentleman more than made up for with a dashing air of genteel sophistication. In spite of the fact that his coat fit him without a wrinkle and his neckcloth was tied with immaculate artistry, he emanated a certain athletic strength in his movements. He strode forward with no acknowledgment of the crowd that scrambled to allow him a path, and Abbigael suspected  his stiff and perfect posture was as natural to him as the faint look of boredom that hovered about his mouth.

“Lord Rutherford, what a pleasure,” Lady Blackbourne said with the tiniest bit of sarcasm in her voice.

Abbigael decided the countess didn’t particularly like Lord Rutherford. Having come to trust the woman’s opinion on most matters, Abbigael felt a prick of disappointment. Even though his large size and aristocratic bearing were somewhat intimidating, she might have considered him as a potential suitor.

“Lady Blackbourne,” the fine lord replied as he gave a modest bow of his head and a smile that was just polite enough. “You are lovely as always.”

“Thank you, my lord. May I present Lord Blackbourne’s cousin, Miss Granger. She is here from Dublin to enjoy the season.”

Lady Blackbourne turned to Abbigael to continue the introduction.

“Miss Granger, may I present the Marquess of Rutherford, an old friend of Lord Blackbourne. At large events like this they are virtually inseparable. I suspect they use each other as a shield against having to socialize with anyone else.”

The distinguished lord ignored the countess’s comment to execute a perfectly tempered bow to Abbigael’s curtsey.

“Don’t let Lady Blackbourne fool you, Miss Granger, she dislikes these overdone social functions more than her husband and I combined.”

“That may be so,” the countess retorted, “but I appreciate their purpose...when it suits me,” she added somewhat testily at Rutherford’s raised eyebrows.

The ennui slipped a little from his expression and his dark eyes flickered with amusement. It was a very subtle shift that Abbigael may have missed had she not been studying him as a means of distracting herself from focusing on the intimidating crowd.

Despite the note of animosity that existed beneath their interchange, Abbigael got the impression there was a reluctant respect between the two.

Lord Rutherford cleared his throat. “Tell me, Miss Granger, are you enjoying your visit to London?”

“Yes, very much. The city is quite something. I hope to have the opportunity to see a great deal more of it.”

Abbigael was only about halfway through her response when the imposing lord’s attention was drawn away by something beyond her shoulder. By the time she finished speaking, a scowl of irritation had settled between his brows.

His reaction was somewhat explained when she heard someone approaching their group and a devil-may-care voice sounded from behind her.

“My Lady Blackbourne and the indubitable Lord Rutherford. What confounded luck to find a woman I admire above all others in the company of a gentleman whose only admirable quality is the title with which he was born.”

The second he spoke, Abbigael recognized the caramel warmth of the dashing rogue’s voice and a sudden desperate stillness overtook her body. She couldn’t seem to move. Not even when he came to stand so close behind her she felt the brush of his coat against her bare shoulders and his feet disturbed the fall of her skirts. She caught a whispered scent that was too faint to define its parts, but recalled to her a chance meeting on her first day at Silverly.

All she could do was concentrate on keeping her breath even and regulating the warmth that burned in her cheeks. She prayed her heightened color would be overlooked under the bright lights of the ballroom.

It wasn’t even embarrassment that heated her skin and made her feel as if she had just run twice the length of the ballroom.

No, the flush of heat was caused by the sound of his voice. The flashing memory of how he had looked at her in the quiet of the library, the way his eyes inquired and his smile twisted with humor. She had hoped she would never encounter him again because she knew it would be like this. Too much sensation. Too much intensity. Everything she needed to avoid.

“What on earth are you doing here?” Lady Blackbourne queried sharply.

“That’s a nice greeting,” Lord Riley shot back with quick humor, his breath disturbing wisps of hair at Abbigael’s nape. He didn’t seem the least bit put off by the countess’s lack of enthusiasm at his presence.

“This ball abounds with debutantes and husband hunters,” Rutherford interjected. “Not your typical milieu, Riley.”

There was a distinct note of condemnation in the marquess’s voice that pricked Abbigael’s curiosity.

“Nor yours, old man,” Riley replied. He sounded more amused than annoyed by the other man’s animosity. “Or have you decided to grace one of the Terribury daughters with a proposal? Twins out this year, isn’t it?”

Rutherford blanched and Riley laughed at his distress. The rich rumbling sound softened some of the tension in Abbigael’s stiff spine without her voluntary compliance.

It was beginning to feel very odd standing there with her back to the gentleman behind her. But he wouldn’t step around to face her and she still couldn’t seem to motivate herself into motion either. She much preferred to avoid facing the man while her senses still rioted within her and the reactions of her body resisted her control.
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