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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            OH!

          

        

      

    

    
      March 27, 1839, Norwick House parlor

      The argument could be heard throughout the entirety of the Earl of Norwick’s Mayfair townhouse. Two young women, frequently at odds, were at it again, each putting voice to some opinion that was the opposite of the other. The rainstorm occurring outside didn’t drown their incessant shouts. Rather, the occasional crack of thunder punctuated them.

      From the threshold of the parlor in which the argument was taking place, Clarinda, Countess of Norwick, regarded her identical twin daughters with a look of resignation. She did that often given their propensity to vex her.

      At least she could tell them apart—most could not. Dahlia Davida bore a slight scar on her neck from when her sister had scratched her, and Diana Dorothea, who preferred to be called Danielle because the man she knew as her father was named Daniel, tended to hold her left hand in a fist as if she needed to punch someone.

      “Whatever has you two arguing now?” Clarinda asked as her own fists went to her hips. She decided she needed to appear more determined.

      More battle-ready.

      Girls were trouble.

      Twin girls were double the trouble.

      Dealing with double the trouble meant girding her loins.

      Dahlia and Danielle turned to face her, immediately silenced upon seeing their mother’s stance.

      “Something important, Mother,” Dahlia replied.

      “Terribly important,” Danielle agreed.

      Clarinda blinked. Well, they apparently agreed on something. “Out with it.”

      “It’s about making love,” Dahlia stated.

      “What’s involved, exactly,” Danielle added. “I’m quite sure I know, but Davy seems to think otherwise.” She directed a glare in Dahlia’s direction. “She claims she read all about it in one of Father’s books.”

      “I didn’t just read about it,” Dahlia argued. “I examined all the color plates. They were quite instructive.”

      Clarinda blinked. So much for battle.

      Glancing toward the sideboard, Clarinda had a thought to pour herself a glass of brandy before she dared attempt to answer the girls. Instead, she motioned the twins to take seats near the fireplace and rang for tea.

      Perhaps she would merely add some brandy after the maid brought the tea service.

      “First, I must ask why you’re even discussing this,” Clarinda said as she moved to her favorite floral upholstered chair. “Has one of you accepted an offer of marriage without telling me?”

      The twins shook their heads in unison. “If lovemaking involves bending over a library table with my naked bum pressed against some man’s bare frontside, then I shall insist Father give me my dowry so I can go on a permanent holiday to Italy,” Danielle announced. “I’ll have none of that.”

      Having bent over all manner of furnishings over the years with her naked bum pressed into Daniel Fitzwilliam’s groin—she was quite sure it was why she had been blessed with a set twin boys—Clarinda felt a blush rise to color her neck and cheeks. “There are many ways to make love. What you’ve just described seems awkward, I know, but—”

      “Awkward?” Danielle repeated in shock. “I shan’t be treated no better than a dog,” she huffed, her chin rising with indignation.

      “Then you won’t bear an heir for your husband,” Dahlia argued.

      “I won’t have to bear one if I’m living an independent life in Italy,” Danielle countered.

      “Girls,” Clarinda hissed. “How did this conversation even start?”

      For a moment, the two were blessedly silent as they regarded one another before Dahlia, the braver one, lifted her chin and said, “We can hear you.”

      “What?”

      Danielle rolled her eyes. “You and Father.”

      Straightening in her chair, Clarinda was about to ask what they meant when the maid showed up with the tea tray. “Oh,” she said brightly, glad for the interruption.

      “Just like that,” Dahlia said. “But louder, and more of them.”

      “Lots more,” Danielle chimed in.

      Clarinda leaned back as the maid set the silver tray on the low table in front of her, her embarrassment becoming more acute. “More of them?” she asked in confusion.

      “The ‘oh’s, Mother. It’s as if you were learning the alphabet and you got stuck on that particular letter,” Danielle groused.

      Knowing her face was as red as a beet, Clarinda blinked as she waited for the maid to leave the parlor.

      Apparently the walls of the mistress suite weren’t as thick as she’d thought.

      Did she really say, “Oh!” so loudly and repeat it several times whilst Daniel saw to pleasuring her? When they were in the throes of their twice-weekly trysts, him worshipping her body as if she was a goddess, she paid no mind to how she might sound to anyone but her husband. Besides, he took delight in her verbal cues and her occasional commands, and he seemed to use them to coax her to even more intense pleasures before he saw to his own.

      The girls probably didn’t hear him. When he experienced his release, Daniel would hold his breath, and a growl would rumble from deep within him. Anything else he might attempt to say was usually drowned out because his mouth ended up on one of her breasts, or in the pillow next to her head, or against her shoulder.

      Even thinking of it now had her wondering if tonight might be one of the nights Daniel planned to visit the mistress suite. If not, she was going to have to pay a call on him in the master suite.

      He would like that. At least, he had never turned her away.

      Well, there was that one time, on a particularly chilly winter night when he’d had a head cold and was a bit feverish. She had stayed with him the entire night, if only to provide a pillow for his body as she basked in his warmth. She hadn’t even minded his rather loud snores since they caused the bed to vibrate in a most pleasant manner. Someone would have to sort how to set off that same sensation but without the accompanying sound effect.

      And the head cold.

      She caught the head cold, of course, and suffered for the next few days in solitude in the mistress suite. At least the fever kept her warm.

      So engrossed in her thoughts was she, Clarinda set about pouring tea without even asking her daughters the usual questions. Her motions were rote until her thoughts turned to how her first husband had made love to her. As a result, the teapot hovered over her own cup, the pot not quite angled enough for any tea to actually pour out.

      David’s approach to pleasuring her had been far different from Daniel’s. She was sure it was because he’d had more experience in carnal matters. He never asked what she wanted, but then, she hadn’t known what was available. Even after she’d been married to him for a year, he continued to surprise her in nearly every room of Norwick House.

      He had owned a gentlemen’s club, after all.

      The Elegant Courtesan had employed a number of young women who catered to a variety of tastes, some rather unusual, some downright frightening. The profitable enterprise was shuttered upon her marriage to him, though, partly because she demanded he give it up and partly because he had inherited the Norwick earldom. As an earl, it wasn’t seemly for him to make money from a business.

      Clarinda inhaled softly at the memory of the club. At the memory of David, who she rarely thought of these days. Although he had died well before their birth, he had fathered the two girls who were now of an age to marry and apparently far too curious about the marriage bed.

      The oddest sensation skittered down her spine, and Clarinda gave a start. So did the teapot, which suddenly seemed to have a mind of its own as its liquid filled her cup.

      “Oh!” she cried out, sure there had been a guiding hand covering hers for the very briefest of moments.

      “Yes, you say it just like that,” Dahlia claimed. “As if you’re surprised.”

      Clarinda blinked several times before her gaze darted to one of the parlor windows. In the form of a silhouette, she was sure she saw David. He was leaning against the sideboard, his arms crossed with his elbows held in his hands. One booted foot was crossed over the other, which made him appear rather cavalier. And no older than the day he had died in an awful traffic accident in Oxford Street.

      “You cannot deny she has the right of it,” David’s ghost said with a chuckle. “I certainly lived to hear them. In fact, thoughts of hearing them kept me from dozing overmuch during sessions of Parliament.”

      Swallowing, Clarinda stared at the apparition. David hadn’t made an appearance in over twenty years. “So good of you to join us,” she said, not quite sure if she welcomed him. “I could use your help here, darling. It seems your daughters have questions.”

      David straightened from the sideboard and unfolded his arms. “Oh, no, my sweeting. This is one of those times when your counsel is more astute than mine.”

      “Then why did you show up now? I haven’t seen you in—”

      “Days, yes I know,” he interrupted. “Apologies.”

      “Decades, you mean,” Clarinda huffed. “Two of them, in fact. You were always terrible at telling time.”

      David blinked, his head pulling back on his neck so his chin suddenly doubled. “Hmph,” he replied. “How can that be? You’re as gorgeous as the day I died,” he murmured. “I do hope Danny appreciates it.”

      The mention of Daniel seemed to conjure Clarinda’s current husband into existence, for he stood on the parlor threshold glaring at his late brother. “Of course I know it, you idiot. I’m the one who courted her before you took her from me,” Daniel accused.

      “She was betrothed to me,” David reminded Daniel. “I was doing my duty taking her to wife. Making her my countess,” he added before turning his attention back to Clarinda. “I’m just relieved Torrington was able to arrange it so you two could marry without too much trouble from the church. Or the law.” He paused and then his eyes rounded. “I do hope there wasn’t any trouble from the church. Or the law?” he asked.

      Clarinda and Daniel exchanged quick glances before Daniel moved to stand closer to David. “No trouble,” Clarinda replied. Given it had been illegal for her to marry the brother of her first husband, apparently her godfather, Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, had done whatever was necessary to see to it an exception had been granted for her marriage to Daniel. With the twin girls already on the way and the twin boys who were born a few years later, Clarinda really didn’t want to discover there was a problem with her current marriage. The last thing she needed to learn was that her daughters were illegitimate. Or her sons. The oldest by five minutes, Duncan, named for his paternal grandfather, was the heir to the Norwick earldom.

      Since David hadn’t sired an heir before his untimely demise, Daniel had simply inherited the Norwick earldom upon his death. Because Daniel was the identical twin to David, those who weren’t aware of David’s death didn’t even notice there had been a change in the identity of the earl when Daniel took his place as the Earl of Norwick.

      “Mother, who are you talking to?” Dahlia asked before her attention went to the man she knew as her father. She leaned over in her chair and then her eyes rounded. “Oh!” she said, sounding like her mother did when she was in the throes of passion.

      Clarinda gave her a quelling glance. “Your father, of course,” she replied before she froze.

      David, or rather his ghost, if one believed in such things, hadn’t made an appearance since before the girls were born. Neither Daniel nor Clarinda had made mention of him, deciding no one would believe them. Far better to think his appearances immediately following his death were merely their minds playing tricks on them.

      “Which one?” Danielle asked in awe, her mouth open in a quite unladylike manner.

      “The one who looks... younger,” Clarinda replied, not quite sure she was glad the girls could see the ghost.

      “Younger?” Daniel countered, his attention on his older twin. “Hardly.”

      “Thinner,” Danielle remarked. “Father definitely has a stone or two on this other man.”

      Daniel scoffed. “I’m the same weight I was when I married your mother,” he claimed.

      Clarinda furrowed a brow. “Perhaps, dear heart, but I do prefer the way you are now. There’s more to hold onto when I’m in the throes of passion, uttering all those ‘oh’s,” she said drolly.

      Daniel lifted his chin and regarded his brother with a grin of satisfaction. When David merely glared at him, Daniel moved in front of the sideboard and poured himself a brandy. “I’d offer you one, but—”

      “Oh, please pour me one,” Clarinda said as she stood and hurried over to Daniel.

      “Awfully early for a drink, is it not?” David asked, his own dark brows furrowed.

      “Since you apparently cannot tell time, pretend it’s ten o’clock at night,” she replied.

      “Mother, who is this stranger?” Dahlia asked from where she still sat close to the fireplace.

      David straightened. “You haven’t told them?” he asked.

      “If you recall, you only appeared a few moments ago,” Clarinda replied.

      “But they know I am their father?” David asked, his gaze darting to the twin daughters, his eyes widening in wonder. Clarinda’s eyes rounded as David’s attention went to Daniel. “They know you’re their uncle, do they not?”

      Daniel and Clarinda both winced.

      The ghost scoffed. “I cannot believe you didn’t tell them,” David said as his face fell.

      “I was married to Clare when they were born,” Daniel whispered. “They were raised to believe I am their father. Which I am.”

      “Mother!” Dahlia called out as she stood. “Danielle and I demand an introduction to this... whatever he is.”

      “He’s a ghost,” Daniel stated. “A ghost of my late brother, David. If we ignore him, he’ll go away.”

      “I will not, and you know it,” David countered, one of his booted feet making contact with Daniel’s shin.

      “Ouch!” Daniel complained as he stepped back. His brandy splashed about in his glass, threatening to spill on the Axminster carpet. Although his immediate response was to attempt to kick back at David, Daniel took a calming breath. He knew his attempt would only find air.

      “I told you Clare would give birth to twin girls,” David said, his attention turning to his daughters. He made his way in their direction, stopping short of the young ladies when fear had them gripping each other’s arms. “How do?” he said as he bowed. “David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, at your service.” He reached for Dahlia’s hand, but Dahlia and Danielle both stepped back in fear.

      “We’re so sorry. We’ll never ask about sexual intercourse ever again,” Danielle vowed.

      David jerked back. “Well, now there’s a topic I know a good deal about,” he claimed. “I used to own the Elegant Courtesan.” One of his brows arched seductively. “Surely you’ve heard of it?”

      They shook their heads in unison.

      “You closed it over twenty-five years ago, David,” Clarinda reminded him. “And even if you didn’t, they would have no knowledge of it,” she said. “They are proper young ladies,” she added, even if she didn’t believe the claim. She’d been dealing with their antics for over twenty years.

      “Hmph,” he responded, sounding ever so disappointed. “We employed some well regarded young ladies,” he murmured, “although as the proprietor, I did not avail myself of their talents.”

      “David!” Clarinda scolded.

      Ignoring his widow’s complaint, David continued his conversation with the twins. “What would you like to know?”

      Dahlia and Danielle exchanged quick glances. “Does it hurt?” Danielle asked.

      “Never. The opposite, in fact, if you have a considerate lover.”

      “Even the first time?” Dahlia queried.

      Apparently not remembering his first time with Clarinda, David turned to regard her a moment. “Sweeting?”

      Clarinda rolled her eyes. “The actual act of it was... uncomfortable, although the rest was...” She sighed, aiming an apologetic glance in Daniel’s direction.

      “Oh!” Danielle said, mimicking what she heard from the mistress suite.

      David shook his head. “Not like that,” he admonished her. “As I recall, she used the word ‘yes’ to good effect.”

      “David!” Clarinda scolded.

      “You never say ‘yes’ with me,” Daniel muttered.

      “That’s because I can’t form a coherent word when I’m with you,” Clarinda murmured, aiming an elegantly arched brow in his direction.

      “Oh,” he replied proudly, managing to avoid a quelling glance from one of the twins. They were both staring at the ghost of their real father.

      “Why should I be expected to bend over a table?”

      David recoiled a bit at hearing the censure in Danielle’s voice. “Why, you shouldn’t. Unless you find yourself short of time, or you’d like to conceive a baby boy—”

      “David!” Clarinda admonished him. “She’s not yet married.”

      The ghost blinked. “This is a most improper conversation for a young lady to be having prior to matrimony,” he remarked.

      “Are you really our father?” Danielle asked meekly. She reached out, but pulled her hand back before it could touch his topcoat sleeve.

      “I am. I was. Am still?” He turned to Daniel as if for help in how to respond.

      “You’re dead, David. Which means you have no claim here. On them or on Clare.”

      “Well, aren’t you the killjoy?” David responded.

      “In fact, what are you doing here?” Daniel asked.

      “You tell me. I’m not here because I had any say in the matter,” the ghost claimed.

      David turned to Clarinda, whose eyes rounded. “I didn’t conjure him into existence,” she said before he could accuse her of anything. “The girls and I were having a conversation about...” She stopped and inhaled softly. “Perhaps he sensed he should be here to answer their concerns,” she whispered. “He is their father in the truest sense.”

      For a moment, Daniel looked as hurt as she’d ever seen him. The poor man had always come second in life, and only because he had emerged from the womb as the second of identical twins.

      “I’m so sorry,” Clarinda whispered. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

      “I’ve a mind to take you over a table in the library,” Daniel muttered.

      “Oh!”

      “Exactly like that,” Dahlia said as she continued to stare at her father’s ghost.

      “What? When?” David asked, confused.

      “When she’s in the throes of passion, she says ‘oh’ just like that.”

      “Just you wait,” he replied dryly.

      “What?”

      “For when you experience such intense pleasure that you will allow a man to do anything to you. Almost anywhere.”

      Danielle blinked before she gave him a quelling glance. “I doubt that.”

      “I am a betting man, and I’m willing to wager—”

      “Enough!” Daniel interrupted.

      “More than enough that you will come to learn that I am telling the truth,” David went on, ignoring his younger brother.

      “Damn you, David. These are your daughters. I have tried to ensure they’ve been raised as proper young ladies. Now you’ve probably gone and undone over twenty years of careful, deliberate, and expensive education,” he accused, his thoughts going to the tuition for Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School and the modiste they employed for their annual wardrobes.

      “Nonsense,” David replied. “These two are sensible young ladies.” He turned to the twins. “You are sensible, are you not?”

      They both nodded, although given David’s natural tendency to make people do as he pleased, they might have only responded as he expected.

      “So what are you looking for in husbands?” David asked as he crossed his arms.

      “I want one like Sir Benjamin,” Dahlia announced.

      David furrowed his bushy brows, which is exactly what his twin was doing. “I don’t recall a Sir Benjamin,” he whispered.

      “Earl of Wadsworth’s younger son. Discovered a comet and earned a knighthood as a result,” Daniel murmured. “Married Torrington’s daughter before this Christmas past.”

      This bit of news had David’s eyes rounding. “Milton Grandby sired a child?”

      Daniel nodded. “Twins, in fact. His heir has already accepted a writ of acceleration and will be present for this next session of Parliament.”

      “So one of my daughters could marry the Torrington heir,” David announced with a huge grin. “Capital!”

      “They cannot,” Daniel countered. “He married the Earl of Wellingham’s daughter at the same time his twin sister married Sir Benjamin.”

      David blinked. “Well, what about the Earl of Trenton’s son?”

      “The oldest—the illegitimate one—married a potter he met at the British Museum, and the youngest is too young to marry,” Clarinda commented.

      Undaunted, David said, “Morganfield’s son, Christopher. He must be a bit long in the tooth by now, but—”

      “Married to Alistair Comber’s daughter, Juliet.”

      As if he expected a marquess’ son might still be available, he said, “Stephen Slater, Earl of Bellingham. Naval admiral, by now.”

      “Married to the daughter of the Earl of Greenley,” Clarinda murmured. “He hasn’t been in the Navy for nearly twenty years. And he’s living next door to the Earl of Gisborn in Oxfordshire, since Gisborn is married to his sister, Hannah.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t have suggested Gisborn,” David said as he waved a hand. “He’s a farmer.”

      Daniel rolled his eyes, deciding not to mention how rich the earl had become with his invention of a new kind of plow. Either of Gisborn’s legitimate sons would make excellent matches except they were the younger than the twins and still in university. Given Gisborn’s good health, it was doubtful his heir would inherit in the next decade or so.

      “What about Bostwick? He must have a son by now.”

      “Two. They’re away at university,” Daniel replied.

      “What’s wrong with them?”

      “They’re younger than we are, Father,” Dahlia said wincing at referring to the ghost as her father. “By more than two or three years.”

      “In other words, not yet in the market to marry,” Danielle clarified.

      David seemed to inhale and hold his breath for far too long when he finally said, “Oh, all right then. Everly’s son will have to do,” he groused.

      “Oh, I wish,” Danielle breathed at the mention of Alexander Tennison, one hand flapping in front of her face as if she was about to faint.

      “Me, too,” Dahlia agreed, swooning.

      David blinked and then frowned. “So... what’s the problem?”

      “He’s about to marry a jeweler’s daughter.”

      “They’re so in love,” Clarinda sighed happily, which had both David and Daniel giving her quelling glances.

      “Well, they are,” she argued. “And I’m hoping my daughters will be in love with whomever decides to court them this Season. They deserve no less.”

      Both daughters said, “Oh!” in unison, which had their mother glaring at them and their fathers chuckling.

      “Surely there must be two young men in this town who would suit my daughters,” David said when he finally sobered.

      “We’ll know soon enough. The Season starts next week,” Clarinda said on a sigh.

      “Then I intend to be at every entertainment,” David announced.

      Clarinda and Daniel both blinked. “But you won’t have invitations to any of them.”

      David scoffed. “I don’t need an invitation,” he countered. “I’ll just... pop in.”

      Although Clarinda didn’t say anything in response, Daniel’s groan was loud enough to be heard by everyone in the parlor.
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      Meanwhile, at Cambridge University

      “You are a dunderhead.”

      The accusation was said with a sort of tired resignation, as if the young man who spoke the words had said them many times in the past.

      “I am,” Andrew Comber, the spare heir to the Aimsley earldom responded, even though he had never worked in rum production or had even held a cane of sugar in his entire one-and-twenty years. He was watching his older-by-mere-minutes brother regard his reflection in a shaving mirror. The reverse image of the scarlet tapestry waistcoat Anthony wore had him wincing. He looked down at his own plain hunter green waistcoat and audibly sighed. “Unless we wore identical clothes, you taking the test for me was never going to work,” he added. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It would have worked if you’d at least worn the same color waistcoat as I was wearing,” Anthony, Viscount Breckinridge, countered. “Now I’m in trouble, too.” He rolled his eyes. “Perfect grades for four years and now...” He let the sentence trail off as he sighed.

      “I don’t own a scarlet waistcoat,” Andrew said quietly. He wasn’t even sure the two of them possessed waistcoats of the same fabric. Similar colors, perhaps, although they had completely different tastes when it came to the decoration. His brother preferred flamboyant embroidery on his waistcoats—birds, flowers, dragonflies—while he tended to choose more sedate, single-colored fabrics and jewel-toned tapestries.

      “Well, needless to say, Professor Smith-Jones wants you in his office now,” Anthony stated before he turned around and angled his head to one side. “And I rather imagine we’ll be hearing from Father if we don’t admit what’s happened before he learns of it from the dean, which means we must write a letter.”

      The feeling of resignation was joined by a combination of dread and fear. Three days of the Lent term left, and Andrew was about to be expelled. He was sure of it. All because he had talked his brother into taking his mythology test in his place.

      Professor Smith-Jones wouldn’t have even taken notice of his brother except that he had seen Andrew in the courtyard only moments before the start of class. Moments before the final test of the class was administered in his classroom.

      The fact that Professor Smith-Jones noticed such things as the color of waistcoats had Andrew realizing the professor had probably been the victim of the same antics by other identical twins in the past. Andrew was almost surprised the man even noticed him at all. The older gentleman wore gold wire-rimmed spectacles and lectured from behind a podium, his baritone voice booming out through the classroom with a sort of authority possessed by kings and tax collectors. He had never thought the man even took notice of his students.

      “I’d best go there then,” Andrew said quietly. “I’m really sorry this happened. Truly, I am.”

      Anthony regarded him with a combination of regret and sorrow. “As am I. It’s best you not put it off. See what you can salvage, and I’ll see to penning a letter to Father.”

      Nodding, Andrew took his leave of their dormitory room and made his way to Professor Smith-Jones’ office. While on his way, a half-dozen possibilities for his future flitted through his mind’s eye, not the least of which was his father disowning him and throwing him out of Aimsley House without so much as an allowance. He would never again spend his summers at Pickinghurst in Sussex. Anthony would probably continue their father’s edict, ensuring Andrew would be forced to marry for money. Marry some poor young lady in possession of a decent dowry that he might be able to make last for the rest of their lives if he budgeted carefully, and they didn’t have too many children.

      By the time he knocked on the professor’s office door, Andrew had resigned himself to the life of a pauper, holding a tin cup as he begged on some corner near the Bank of England, his hunter green waistcoat threadbare and the soles of his Hobys worn through.

      “Comber,” Smith-Jones said after Andrew had entered upon hearing the authoritative, “Come,” from the other side of the door.

      “Sir,” Andrew acknowledged. “My brother said you wished to see me.”

      The professor pushed some papers to the side of his large oak desk and waved to the chair that sat opposite of his own. “Do you know how many sets of identical twins have taken at least one of my classes over the thirty years of my tenure here?” he asked.

      Realizing it wasn’t a rhetorical question, Andrew shook his head and shrugged his shoulders at the same time. “Ten, sir?” he guessed.

      A chuckle rumbled from Smith-Jones’s throat. “You and your brother are my first,” he replied.

      Andrew’s eyes rounded. “Sir?”

      “I know. I have a colleague who teaches at Oxford. He’s had at least five sets over the years. Warned me, he did. So imagine my surprise when neither you nor your brother seemed to have attempted anything untoward for nearly four years.”

      “You were expecting it, sir?” Andrew asked, his dark brows furrowing.

      Chuckling once more, Smith-Jones leaned back in his chair. “Indeed. But... but what has me so surprised is why now? You’ve not done well in this class for the entire semester—”

      “I am terrible at taking written exams, sir,” Andrew interrupted.

      “That’s become quite obvious,” Smith-Jones stated, his hand indicating several papers Andrew recognized as the other course exams he had nearly failed throughout the term. “And yet, you’ve never missed a class. I’ve never caught you sleeping during my lectures.”

      “I know the material, sir. I remember every last word you said in class.” He pointed to the side of his head. “Everything.”

      Smith-Jones leaned back in his chair. “And yet you’re barely passing my class,” he countered.

      “The words in the tests are jumbled, sir.”

      Blinking, Smith-Jones regarded his student a moment before he settled his crossed arms on his desk. “Jumbled?” he repeated.

      “I see them. I can read them... sometimes... but it’s as if the letters become mixed up. And I get confused. And then I panic and...” He sighed. “It takes me twice as long to sort the question and then write the answer, so I’m never able to finish the exam,” he added on a sigh.

      Smith-Jones regarded him with skepticism for a moment. “You claim to know the material.”

      “I do,” Andrew affirmed. “I remember everything you’ve ever said in the lecture hall.

      “Apollo’s mother was...?”

      “Leto.”

      “And his twin sister?”

      “Artemis, goddess of the hunt,” Andrew replied.

      “Their father was...?”

      “Zeus.”

      Intrigued, Smith-Jones continued to put forth questions, and Andrew answered each and every one correctly. When he was prompted to provide more information, Andrew gave it, his words the exact same words Smith-Jones had used in his lectures.

      “Mr. Comber, it is obvious you have been paying attention in my class,” Smith-Jones announced. “So I’m going to give you a passing grade.”

      “You are, sir?” Andrew asked in surprise, his eyes rounding.

      “How many other classes are you taking in which you have this... jumbled words issue?”

      Andrew shook his head. “Only those that require a good deal of reading, sir,” he replied. “Mathematics is not a problem. Numbers seem to stay put on the page. And neither are my art classes.”

      Smith-Jones regarded him a moment before he asked, “What will you do for your living, Mr. Comber?”

      Furrowing his brows, Andrew said, “I am the spare heir, sir, to the Aimsley earldom. Since there aren’t any wars at the moment, I hope to spend my days in artistic pursuits. Drawing and painting.”

      “Well, I already know you’re good at drawing,” Smith-Jones said, pulling a paper from those in the stack at the edge of his desk.

      Andrew winced at seeing the pencil drawing of a scantily clad Professor Smith-Jones in the guise of Neptune. A trident held in one hand and his bushy eyebrows somewhat exaggerated, Neptune appeared ready to send a tidal wave over the entirety of Great Britain. “I wondered what happened to that one,” Andrew whispered.

      “Fell out of your book after class one day,” Smith-Jones replied. “I admit to a moment of seething anger before I realized how good I look as a Roman god.”

      “You have the voice to go along with the rendering, sir,” Andrew stated. “Very god-like. Which is probably why I remember everything you’ve said in class.”

      The professor laughed, the booming sound no doubt heard all the way down to the courtyard below. Mere mortals were probably scrambling to take cover lest the stone walls crumbled in its wake. “You’re dismissed, Comber. But I’m keeping the drawing,” Smith-Jones stated.

      “Of course, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      Andrew stood to leave, but his professor held up a staying hand. “As with any artwork you produce in your future, Comber, you need to sign it,” he said, holding out a quill.

      Blinking, Andrew took the quill and dipped it in the ink pot at the front of Smith-Jones’ desk. He signed his name in the lower right corner of the drawing. “It’s my honor, sir,” he said as he placed the quill back in its holder and handed the drawing to the professor.

      “Now, I trust once you’re back in London, you’ll find some lovely young woman with a huge dowry who can support you for the rest of your life,” Smith-Jones remarked.

      “If I’m still alive, sir.” At seeing his professor’s look of surprise, Andrew added, “My Father will kill me when he learns of this.”

      Smith-Jones sighed. “I’ve already informed the dean, but... if you were to send a note to the earl right away, it may help your cause,” he suggested. “Better to learn of it from you than from the dean.”

      Andrew inhaled softly. “Yes, sir.”

      Feeling a sense of relief combined with dread, Andrew took his leave of the professor’s office and made his way to the nearest public house.

      If he did marry a young woman for her dowry, at least he wouldn’t be forced to live the life of a pauper.
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            AN EARL FEELS HIS AGE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day, Aimsley House, Mayfair

      “So glad that’s over,” Adam Comber, Earl of Aimsley, said as he removed his top hat and handed it to his butler. He’d returned from a political meeting at one of London’s many chocolate shops, the varied discussions in preparation for the opening of the next session of Parliament. “I cannot imagine my father ever had the patience to abide the machinations in the House of Lords.”

      As Hummel helped his master out of his greatcoat, he said, “If it’s any consolation, sir, he did not.”

      The comment did nothing to alleviate Adam’s concerns. His father, the sixth Earl of Aimsley, had died the year before. As the heir, Adam had done what Mark Comber had trained him to do these past two decades—take on the responsibilities of the Aimsley earldom and take his seat in the House of Lords. As for the ledgers associated with the earldom, Adam had gladly accepted his wife’s offer of assistance. He had decided long ago that the most brilliant moment of his life had been proposing—in a manner of speaking—to a mathematics instructor.

      “Is my mother in residence?” Adam asked, referring to the Dowager Countess of Aimsely, Patience Waterford Comber.

      Hummel shook his head. “She’s at Carlington House, sir. Helping Lady Morganfield with the plans for Saturday’s garden party.”

      Adam stiffened. “And the countess?” he asked, referring to Diana Albright Comber, his wife of two-and-twenty years.

      “She’s in the classroom upstairs, sir.”

      Frowning, Adam was about to ask why when his attention went to a pair of children who were descending the hall stairs. The boy, about ten, was dressed smartly in dark breeches and a top coat of superfine while the girl wore a peach frock that made her appear much older than her nine years.

      “Well, who do we have here?” he asked as he made his way to the bottom of the stairs, pretending he didn’t recognize his nephew and niece by way of his wife’s sister, Daisy.

      The children’s eyes rounded. Daphne performed a perfect curtsy before offering her hand while her brother, James, bowed.

      Adam did the honors with regard to Daphne’s hand, but he didn’t let go after brushing his lips over her knuckles. Instead, he bent down and pulled her into an embrace. “I hardly recognize you,” he said with a huge grin, which had his nephew looking ever so relieved.

      “Good afternoon, Uncle Adam,” James said, letting out an “oof” when Adam pulled him into the same hug.

      “Uncle, you’re wrinkling my gown,” Daphne complained. Her scolding turned to giggles when Adam tickled her. James managed to escape his uncle’s hold before Adam could tickle him.

      “Whatever are you two doing here today?” Adam asked when he finally released Daphne, grinning at seeing her face light up at his antics. On several occasions, he had warned Daisy and her husband, George, Baron Streater, that he had plans to kidnap the young girl to claim her as his own.

      He didn’t have a daughter, and they had two.

      He did have sons, though. Twins. One-and-twenty and away at Cambridge, which meant the house was mostly quiet these days.

      Twenty years ago, he remembered feeling profound relief that his wife had survived the ordeal of their birth. Relief that the babes were both healthy and hearty—their lungs had been proof of that, given how loudly they could wail in the middle of the night. But their birth had left Diana unable to give him more children.

      Back then, he hadn’t minded one bit.

      Now...

      “Aunt Diana is tutoring me in arithmetic,” James stated.

      “Me, too,” Daphne chimed in. “I’m learning fractions.”

      Adam blinked. “How old are you?” he asked in alarm. He had never been good at mathematics. Fractions had been beyond his ken.

      Daphne let out an audible sigh. “Uncle, it’s not polite to ask young ladies their age,” she replied.

      “She’s nine,” James offered, rolling his eyes. “And she’s Aunt Diana’s favorite.”

      “Of course she is,” Adam replied. “She’s my favorite, too,” he teased. He regarded his niece and felt a twinge of regret that he didn’t have a daughter of his own.

      By the gods, what had happened to him over the years? He hadn’t even wanted to marry—not really—when Felix, Earl of Fennington, reminded him of a wager that required he be married by the time he was thirty.

      That Diana Albright just happened to be walking past White’s men’s club that afternoon back in 1818 when he and Fennington had been admiring young ladies from the bow window of White’s as they passed by... well, it had to have been fate.

      That Diana would take umbrage at being admired from said bow window and decide she had to know exactly how she ranked on their scale of one to ten—how did she even know they assigned numbers to young ladies who passed by?—also had to be Fate, for when she stopped in her tracks and then climbed the stairs to the front door of White’s, asking to speak with the man in the bow window... well, who was he to question Fate?

      He gladly joined her, acting as if he expected her arrival. Walked with her to the corner of St. James and Jermyn Streets and then kissed her in front of the gods and everyone else who took notice of them.

      Thank the gods she didn’t slap him, for he proposed right then and there.

      Well, not really.

      He merely announced rather loudly and happily that she had said, “Yes.” A smattering of applause followed his antics, and he felt a good deal of satisfaction.

      Poor Diana had looked as if she was going to faint.

      She was a ‘ten’ in his estimation, secretly glad Fennington had found her to be only a seven in his.

      Fennington was a fool, but then it wasn’t long before he was smitten by another young woman who was apparently a ‘ten’ by his standards.

      Adam had never regretted his odd proposal, even when he discovered Diana was an instructor at Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School. There might have been a twinge of hesitancy when he learned she taught mathematics, but even then, he must have known how helpful she would be in the operation of an earldom. How her skills at arithmetic would benefit the Aimsely ledgers.

      Then, finally, there had been another twinge upon learning she was the illegitimate daughter of James, Duke of Ariley. Not because she was illegitimate, but because her father was a duke.

      Never once had he wondered what might have been had he simply tried the more traditional manner of finding a wife by meeting and courting a young woman. He would have had to attend the annual Season’s entertainments on a more regular basis. Dance with eligible young ladies. Ride with them in the park. Converse with them at soirées.

      If not for Diana, he never would have found a wife for whom he would give up his roguish behavior.

      Daphne’s giggle had him shaking off his thoughts of the past. “Where are you off to now?” he asked, wincing when he realized his back was twinging from having been bent over for so long. He slowly straightened, a grimace replacing his expression of good humor.

      He hated getting old. He could hardly believe he would be one-and-fifty this year.

      “Home, sir. Mother is expecting us for tea,” James replied.

      “Oh, well, be sure to give her my regards. Your father as well,” he added, remembering he would be joining George in the House of Lords the following week.

      “We will, Uncle Adam,” Daphne replied, dipping a perfect curtsy. “We’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “Good-bye, Uncle,” James said as he gripped Daphne’s hand and pulled her to the vestibule.

      Hummel saw to their coats and head coverings before he opened the front door and watched them skip to the town coach parked at the curb.

      “I’m going to kidnap Daphne. Adopt her as my own daughter,” Adam stated as he crossed his arms and watched the children climb into the coach.

      “Very good, sir,” Hummel replied, ignoring the earl’s claim. “Two letters arrived for you today. I put them on your desk in the study.”

      Adam blinked, realizing even his own butler had no regard for his plans. He thought of going to his study to see what the post had delivered, but then remembered what the children had said about his wife.

      Diana was up in the classroom.

      Before he quite knew what he was doing, Adam climbed the stairs, taking some two at a time despite the painful twinges his knees sent out. By the time he made it to the third floor, he had slowed his steps in an attempt to catch his breath. When he made it to the classroom, he paused on the threshold, and his breathing stopped.

      The sight of his wife did that sometimes. Dressed in a poppy colored day gown, she was bent over the small table in the middle of the room, cleaning a slate chalkboard with a linen. When she sensed his presence, she straightened and stared at him. “Is something wrong?” she asked in alarm.

      He shook his head as he inhaled deeply. “Not at all,” he replied, his mind going back to a time when she had been caught unawares as he found her leaning over a library table. How when she sensed his presence, she hadn’t straightened but tucked her elbows beneath her. How she had regarded him with eyes that darkened with desire.

      Who was he to consider turning down such an overt invitation?

      Adam was fairly sure the twins had been conceived that day in the library.

      “Adam?”

      Pulled from his brief reverie, Adam gave a start. “The children said you were up here.”

      She grinned as she joined him at the door. “Daisy asked if I might take on some of their schooling. She’s not very impressed with James’ tutor, but she’s not about to send her son to Eton, either.”

      “Can’t blame her,” Adam replied as he gazed down at her. Perhaps it was simply the afternoon light from the window or maybe it was from something else, but he thought her face was glowing. “You’re not helping Lady Morganfield plan her garden party?” he asked with an arched brow.

      Diana’s eyes rounded, surprised he would know of it. “Oh, I wasn’t invited,” she replied. “Not for the planning, at least. This is only my first year as a countess,” she reminded him with a pained expression. “We are going on Saturday, though. It will be good to see everyone again.” After a pause, she asked, “Why are you looking at me like that?” She lifted a hand to her cheek. “Do I have chalk all over my face?”

      Adam didn’t answer. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her quite thoroughly. He’d been about to come up for air when he instead deepened the kiss and groaned before tightening his hold on her.

      Then he did break it off, although he didn’t pull his face from hers. “If I never told you before, you are a ‘ten’,” he whispered.

      Diana’s eyes rounded before a grin touched her lips. “Why, Adam Comber, what are you about?”

      “I’ve absolutely no idea,” he replied. “I just... I had to see you.”

      Blinking, Diana pulled away slightly before her gaze went beyond the door to the one directly across the corridor. “How much of me?” she asked, an eyebrow arching suggestively.

      It was Adam’s turn to blink. “What did you have in mind?” he asked as his grin matched hers.

      Diana didn’t respond, but grabbed one of his hands in hers and pulled him into the bedchamber across the hall.

      After he was completely in the room and she had shut the door behind him, he scoffed. “I didn’t know this was a bedchamber,” he said as he glanced around. The velvet drapes were pulled shut, so the room was quite dark.

      “It’s the only one on this floor,” Diana replied as she unbuttoned his top coat, not adding that she was fairly sure it had been the late earl’s and his countess’ secret love nest. She turned around and presented her back to him. “Well, besides the nursery.”

      For a moment, Adam simply stared at the soft, dark curls on the nape of her neck, at how the rest of her long hair was caught up in a large bun at the back of her head. He lowered his head until his nose could push away the curls and he kissed her.

      She gave a start at the tickling sensation and inhaled softly. Reaching behind her, she molded a hand over the hardening ridge behind the top of his pantaloons and squeezed.

      The move seemed to awaken him from his stupor, his fingers expertly undoing the fastenings down the back of her gown. When he was finished, she turned and undid his waistcoat buttons, her breaths increasing as she pushed his coats from his shoulders.

      Adam might have found her enthusiasm amusing, but his need for her had him matching her moves. He had her stripped of her gown and petticoats even as he was attempting to shed the boots from his feet. “I do hope I’m not keeping you from something important,” he whispered.
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