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      When Miss Althea Claywell overhears her uncle’s decision to marry her to his sixty-year-old friend, she runs away. Her escape lands her in a small village where she encounters Lord Preston Ambrose, Viscount Melcombe, who is also in need of a governess for his five nieces. Althea accepts the position with little reservation. Her uncle would never think to look for her at Ambrose Hall.

      Preston had wanted Miss Claywell from the first moment he spied her in London, but only managed to secure two dances before he had to return home. When he stumbles across Miss Claywell in the village, he offers her the only position that she’s likely to accept. What he really wants is to have her in his bed.

      Will desire rule, or will they manage to find love before Althea is found?
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      London, December, 1815

      

      Overwhelmed and disappointed, Miss Althea Claywell glanced about her chamber.

      The only space in her set of rooms not currently filled with trunks, valises, and clothing was her bed, where she’d spend her last night in London. Not even a crease or a wrinkle was noted upon the pristine white coverlet.

      Ball gowns had already been pulled and were neatly folded and placed with care in the larger trunks. Another held the matching shoes, shawls, ribbons, and fans purchased to complete each ensemble. Several of her walking and day dresses were draped over the chaise, waiting to be packed in the open trunk beside them. The variety of fabrics offered a bright cheeriness and a rainbow of colors from pale yellow to the pastel blues and greens in contrast to the otherwise understated interior.

      With a sigh, Althea plopped down onto the bed. She’d had such hopes this year, but the Season had come to an end without even a courtship, let alone a betrothal. However, she’d not lost hope as she and her uncle had remained in London through the summer, into the Autumn, and two days ago they’d quietly celebrated Christmas. She’d enjoyed being in Town for the holiday festivities and then yesterday, Uncle Clarence had decided that it was time to return home, to Clarenbridge Abbey in Gloucestershire. His decision had set the house atwitter with packing and preparation so that they could leave on the morrow.

      Althea didn’t understand his sudden need to be gone from London now and he was quite cryptic in references to future plans. His mood was also greatly improved these last few days, which had nothing to do with the Christmas holiday.

      She glanced about the room once again and wondered if it was really necessary to pack everything. They’d be returning to London in two months to prepare for the Season. Surely, she didn’t need every garment in her wardrobe at Clarenbridge Abbey.

      The Season, she thought with a groan. Althea had tired of them, but there wasn’t much else for the niece and ward of a wealthy viscount, with her own inheritance, to do but travel to London each spring, then spend the summer traveling to house parties, all in search of a husband. After four Seasons, she’d still not found one, and wondered if she ever would.

      If only there were more options available to misses. She didn’t want to marry for the sake of marrying because it was expected of her. Althea also wished to be happy.

      If she must marry, she’d like him to at least be someone who was enjoyable to be around, intelligent, and didn’t treat her as if she had nothing but fluff for brains. Such was near impossible to find in London.

      Oh, she grew so tired of the flattery and pretending humor at a gentleman’s attempt at wit. She could not really say what she thought as it would be impolite, so she endured.

      Perhaps she was the problem and not those who called on her. Friends and other misses seemed to enjoy their company well enough. Unless they were pretending as well.

      There must be more to life than this.

      In truth, only one gentleman had caught and held her attention, and that had occurred this past Season.

      Major Ambrose had first approached and gained an introduction at the second ball of the Season, and for the first time in her life, Althea experienced a physical reaction when she glanced into his blue eyes. Thick brown hair, with a curl that fell across his forehead, would have given him a boyish look if not for the intensity of his gaze. He was also one of the most handsome gentlemen at the ball, if not the most handsome, with his straight nose, high cheekbones, and full firm lips. He also stood nearly a head taller and filled out his eveningwear with wide shoulders. Althea had granted a waltz without thought because she’d been nearly robbed of breath as her entire being took notice of him as everything and everyone else faded away.

      Even though she wore gloves, when he grasped her hand, her fingers tingled in awareness. Then, when he placed his hand upon her waist, warmth spread from the location of his palm through her back and torso. No words were spoken as he led her from one end of the dancefloor to the other, in command of their movements, of her, and Althea found that she needed to look beyond his shoulder and not into his eyes for fear that she’d make a misstep, thus ruining the perfect moment.

      Major Ambrose had then returned her to Uncle Clarence, bowed, and took his leave and it was several moments before her pulse slowed, her heart renewed its normal rhythm, and her body cooled. She’d never experienced such.

      He was a gentleman of few words, not that it mattered as Althea tired of the prattle of others who constantly bragged upon their own accomplishments. Those conversations were empty, shallow, yet in Major Ambrose’s eyes, she noted a sincerity that she’d not witnessed in London very often. He needn’t say anything at all, and by the end of the dance, Althea was already smitten.

      She’d spied him across the room at several entertainments, but he hadn’t approached again even though she intentionally tried to save a waltz for him. And, from what she observed, he didn’t approach anyone else and only spoke to those who approached him. She had likened him to a male wallflower who stood by the wall, sipped wine, and observed, and if she wasn’t mistaken, she was the only female he’d danced with.

      When she’d given up all hope, Major Ambrose approached and asked her to partner him again. As before, her body underwent the same transformation the moment he touched her, and when he drew her closer than was acceptable, and only because another couple had nearly collided with them, her breasts had brushed against his chest, sending shivers through her body. His leg had also encountered her inner thigh and had he not been holding her, and if he hadn’t been so skilled and balanced, they may have fallen because she was nearly overcome by the heat and sudden weakness in her limbs.

      She had glanced up wondering if he were affected as well, but Major Ambrose was staring ahead, his lips firm and jaw tight as if he wished for this dance to be done. Althea had pulled away then, put the proper distance between them, and they completed the waltz.

      He had called on her after that, but he said little and held back. While she listened to the dandies and played the proper hostess, it was Major Ambrose who she wished would sit next to her and engage her in conversation, but he remained at the edge of the room, watching and listening. Their eyes would meet, and he’d nod, but that was all.

      She remembered wishing that he’d ask her to stroll in the park, or even take a turn about the room in hopes that they could share a conversation. Yet he never did, and it was just by chance that she happened across him on Rotten Row.

      Althea smiled recalling their conversation.

      “If one has a horse on Rotten Row, shouldn’t they be riding?” she asked as she approached.

      He’d been startled, which shouldn’t have been a surprise as misses were not to approach gentlemen. However, she’d tired of waiting on him and decided that it was time to break a rule or two.

      “Miss Claywell,” he offered with a slight dip of his chin.

      “Why aren’t you riding?” she inquired.

      He glanced to the light brown bay and frowned as if he wasn’t certain of the answer.

      Had she been mistaken about him? Was the reason he hadn’t spoken to her previously because he was not as intelligent as she’d hoped. It would be a shame if he had nothing to offer other than being quite dashing with excellent dancing skills.

      “She has, um, a limp.”

      “Do you know the cause?” Althea inquired.

      Major Ambrose frowned further. “No.”

      Goodness, this encounter was rather disappointing. One would think a gentleman who had been in the cavalry and in command of men would be better at conversation.

      “I apologize for interrupting. I’ll leave you to see to your horse.” With a sigh of disappointment, Althea turned away.

      “Wait,” he called anxiously. “I was rude, I…well…I apologize.”

      Was Major Ambrose nervous?

      “I interrupted you,” she insisted as her curiosity of him returned. “You were in the cavalry, correct?”

      “Yes, eight years.”

      He was a gentleman of few words.

      “Is this your first Season?”

      He smiled. “I attended once. Before I purchased a commission.”

      “Was that Season the cause of you joining the Cavalry?” she teased.

      “No, I, um…”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if it had,” she quickly assured him. “I wish women were afforded a choice for I’d like nothing better than to spend spring somewhere other than London.”

      This time, he did chuckle, much to her relief. “I well understand.”

      “It must be terribly difficult not knowing many people.”

      “I know five,” he answered.

      “Now you know six if you include me.”

      At her words, he seemed to relax in that his shoulders drooped. “I would like that, Miss Claywell.”

      She’d never met a shy and nervous gentleman before and found it quite endearing. He couldn’t lack all confidence, however, or he wouldn’t have been able to command men. Perhaps that was where he was most comfortable because he did seem almost out of place in the park, and in the ballroom.

      “I should leave you to your horse,” she finally offered as she was the one making conversation and he was simply responding.

      “I, um…would you walk with me? That is, well, unless you need to leave.” He gestured to his horse. “I cannot ride her now and thought to walk her.”

      So, he wasn’t completely disinterested, which was quite a relief. Althea gifted him with a smile. “I’d like that very much, Major Ambrose.”

      He returned her smile with less shyness.

      “How long have you been in England.” Given Napoleon had been defeated nearly a year ago and sent to the island of Elba, it was likely he hadn’t remained on the Continent.

      “I returned last May,” he offered.

      “And you’d been gone the entire eight years?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      Goodness, perhaps walking with him wasn’t such a good idea if he was only going to provide short answers.

      “Do you enjoy being back?”

      He glanced over at her, then shook his head. “To be honest, this is, um, well if I may.” He cleared his throat.

      “I far prefer honesty to the often-false persona put forth by those in Society.”

      “In truth,” he glanced about. “I find acclimating to English Society quite difficult.”

      That simple sentence explained almost everything, or so she thought.

      “The truth of the matter is…”

      “Is…” Althea prompted when he said nothing further.

      “I’m more comfortable with horses.” His cheeks colored slightly, and her heart warmed to him. Major Ambrose was unlike anyone she’d ever met, and it was quite delightful. Oh, how she had tired of her court and their attempts to impress. Major Ambrose was refreshing.

      “In truth, most of the time I prefer horses as well,” she answered quite honestly.

      “Do you ride? Do you have a horse in London?” he was almost anxious for her answer.

      “I have a lovely mare at home, but we don’t bring her to London.”

      The conversation was stilted, however it no longer bothered Althea. There was something charming in Major Ambrose’s awkwardness.

      “Have you been in London since your return?”

      “I’ve been here a month.”

      “Where were you before?”

      “With my older brother and his family at our ancestral home,” he answered.

      “And you’d likely prefer to be there now,” she prompted.

      “Yes.”

      “Then why be in London at all?” she asked. Was he looking for a wife? Why else did a gentleman attend the Season when they didn’t wish to?

      “My brother insisted,” he answered and shook his head.

      So, he wasn’t looking for a wife. That was rather disappointing.

      “My brother claimed the Cavalry had ruined me and that I need culture,” he confided.

      To that, Althea chuckled. “Yes, well, London does have that. Was he specific in what you should do?”

      Once again Major Ambrose said nothing, though he frowned as if pondering the question. “No, he was not Perhaps I should return and ask him.”

      “You just wish to escape London,” she teased.

      “Am I so obvious?” he whispered.

      “I shan’t tell a soul,” Althea vowed with seriousness, but could not keep from smiling. “Or you could remain here and I will gift you with my vast knowledge of what London has to offer and what should be avoided.”

      “Avoided?”

      “Yes.” She linked her arm with his even though he’d not offered it. Goodness, she was becoming bold, but Althea didn’t care. She was coming to like Major Ambrose even though he might need a bit of encouragement to like her. “If you had planned on attending the Wentworth musicale this evening, I would recommend against it for no doubt you would have wished you’d brought along cotton to plug your ears.”

      This time he laughed. A full laugh as if it came from deep inside, which further encouraged Althea to describe the delights to be found in London, and entertainments to avoid.

      By the time they reached the entrance to Hyde Park, she’d done most of the talking and entertaining. He’d laughed and asked few questions.

      He turned to her when they paused at the entrance.

      “Thank you, Miss Claywell, for walking with me.”

      “It was my pleasure, Major Ambrose.”

      

      Major Ambrose was everything she’d ever hoped to find in London. So different from all the others. Quiet, handsome, courteous and a simple glance or touch filled her with longing.

      By the time they parted that day, Althea was in love. She knew it was silly as she couldn’t know him well enough to have developed such deep feelings so soon, yet she had. It was as if her soul had been waiting for him.

      Then he was gone.

      Althea never saw Major Ambrose again and she began to wonder if she’d imagined him.

      She tried to tell herself that her attraction was because he was mysterious and so different from the others that called on her, but it wasn’t so simple.

      The others flattered, flirted, complimented, and offered witty quips, but Althea barely paid them any mind when the silent Major Ambrose had been present. She had been drawn to him as if he belonged to her.

      Major Ambrose was also the only reason she wanted to attend the next Season because she hoped to encounter him again. Otherwise, Althea could do without Society.

      There had to be more to her life than hunting for a husband, and if Major Ambrose didn’t return to London, then she was going to put her mind to determining what she wanted and what would make her happy.

      With a sigh, Althea rose and exited the chamber to join her uncle for tea. It was foolish and irrational to long for a gentleman she knew nothing about, yet that didn’t stop her from wishing to see him again, nor did it stop her from dreaming of those waltzes, his leaning toward her, lips nearly touching, and then she’d awaken, her body warm. She didn’t understand how so few encounters could cause so much turmoil within, but they did, and all she could hope was that Major Ambrose returned to London and pursued her in the spring, or she might have to be daring and pursue him.

      As she navigated the stairs, the laughter of Uncle Clarence and his closest friend, Mr. Smith, drifted up to her from the entry and Althea smiled. Her uncle enjoyed Mr. Smith’s company and she assumed that it was because they were of a similar age and both widowers with grown sons. She also enjoyed the company of Mr. Smith and they’d played chess often these past few years.

      “I’m certain Althea will have no objection,” her uncle was saying. “She isn’t getting any younger, and it is unlikely there will be other offers.”

      At those words, her stomach tightened. Did her uncle see no hope for her future?

      “She may not agree,” Mr. Smith said with concern.

      “Nonsense. We’ve already signed the contracts. She must. We will then be family.”

      Althea placed a hand on her stomach and edged her way back up the stairs hoping not to be seen.

      We’ve signed the contracts. We will then be family.

      “I never thought I’d find myself in this position again,” Mr. Smith chuckled. “Marriage contracts and whatnot.” He sighed. “She’ll make a lovely bride.”

      “I’ve no doubt,” her uncle agreed. “And a happy groom waiting for her at the end of the aisle,” he chuckled.

      “No more lonely evenings. Someone to share a life with.” Mr. Smith sighed. “But you will talk to her and explain?”

      “Of course,” her uncle insisted.

      Had her uncle agreed to marry her to Mr. Smith?

      As much as she adored the older gentleman, and they got on quite well, she saw him as an uncle, grandfather even, not a potential husband.

      Why did he even need to marry again? He had sons, and they had sons. It wasn’t as if he needed an heir to his wealth and lands.

      She’d just tell them no and hope she didn’t hurt Mr. Smith in the process. When and if she did marry, she wanted it to be someone younger, virile, someone who made her pulse speed, her heart pound, and filled her body with excitement. Someone like Major Ambrose. The idea of sharing a bed with Mr. Smith brought on nausea.

      “She should also have a say,” Mr. Smith pressed. “I’d not see her unhappy.”

      “I know Althea, as do you. She will be happy in this marriage. Even if she isn’t at first, I’m certain that she will in time. It’s not like she’s marrying a stranger, but someone she likes,” her uncle insisted. “Besides, I’m not giving her a choice. She’s had four Seasons to settle upon someone, now we are making the decision for her. Besides, I’ve already requested a special license so that the marriage can take place as soon as we’ve all arrived at Clarenbridge Abbey.”

      “A wonderful way to begin a new year. A new marriage and a new wife,” Mr. Smith proclaimed with happiness.

      Althea turned, rushed back up the stairs and into her chamber, her hands shaking.

      Her uncle planned to force her to marry Mr. Smith, and soon.

      She’d not have it. She was only three and twenty, not yet on the shelf, and far too young to be married to a man in his sixties. There would be no love, worse, no passion, and possibly not even children.

      Even if they did have children…her stomach churned, how much longer would he live, leaving her to raise them on her own, or his sons taking over? She barely knew his sons.

      Tears threatened, but Althea blinked them away.

      She would not allow this!

      Except her guardian had complete control over her life, even who she married. He’d even stated that he wasn’t giving her a choice.

      When supper time came, Althea claimed a headache and asked that a tray be delivered to her room. She couldn’t face her uncle. She didn’t want to listen to him explain or try and convince her that this was best while knowing that her opinion meant nothing and that she truly had no choice. Instead, she remained in her chamber and devised a plan.

      After darkness fell, and her maid was excused for the night, Althea found the largest valise that she could carry, then packed it with her most sensible dresses, boots, and any other items she’d need, then sat to pen a note to the gentleman who had been her guardian since she was six.

      Dear Uncle Clarence,

      It is with a heavy heart that I leave you this letter. I should not have eavesdropped on you and Mr. Smith this afternoon, but as I was the topic of conversation, I could not help myself. I apologize for being a burden these past few years in not finding a husband. However, as much as I adore Mr. Smith, I simply cannot marry him. I don’t mean to be insensitive, but I had hoped that when I did marry, it would be to someone younger, with whom I could share a life for many years to come. Though I would have enjoyed evenings of chess, I cannot imagine that I’d be happy as his wife.

      I understand that the contracts have been signed and that you intend to see that the marriage take place quickly. I cannot allow it. Therefore, with little choice, I am taking leave of this household. I will contact you again when I am old enough to claim the inheritance my parents set aside for me.

      Thank you for taking care of me all these years and I hope that in time you can come to understand why I simply cannot grant you this.

      Your loving niece,

      Althea
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      Northumberland, England, December 1815

      

      “We should return home,” his oldest niece, and now ward, Delia, said as they walked past the Hemsley Coffee House and Inn. “We’ve already taken up too much of Uncle Preston’s time.”

      Preston Ambrose, Viscount Melcombe had brought his nieces into the village today in hopes of bolstering their spirits. “I am the one who asked the five of you to accompany me today,” he reminded her.

      Maybe they didn’t want to spend time with him. That often seemed to be the case. If they didn’t take meals together, he’d hardly see his nieces as they kept to themselves on what had been the nursery floor.

      That wasn’t completely accurate because he did encounter the youngest two, Winifred and Lila, as they ran through the house, usually playing hide and seek. They were the happy diversion to his otherwise dull day of running the estate. Winifred’s favorite place to hide was usually under his large desk. When Lila came looking, he always claimed that he’d not seen her, but Winifred’s giggles always gave her away. Preston would then tease that he needed to see about hiring a governess or three. One for the older girls, one for Lila, and one for Winifred. He didn’t mean it of course, which they knew as well.

      He’d also thought, even hoped, that today would be as enjoyable as it had been the year before. Then they’d talked non-stop and kept pulling him in one direction and then another. They had wanted to explore every shop. Today, they followed along and barely glanced into the storefront windows. When he suggested they step into what had at one time been a favorite shop, they, in turn, declined because they didn’t want to be a bother and there was nothing that they needed.

      Everything had been so much easier a year ago. His only purpose had been doting on his nieces. They also happened to be a handful of females that he could converse with and not stumble over his words. The others had been his sister-in-law and two females that he encountered only with regard to business matters. As for all other females, he was awkward and uncomfortable, but the worst had been his humiliation in not being able to properly engage Miss Claywell in conversation last spring. No doubt she thought him a dolt, as she should.

      Preston didn’t understand why his nieces thought they were a bother. They never had been, and they weren’t now. Last year was filled with laughs and teasing. This year, quiet and somber.

      The change hadn’t come about because they had matured because, for the most part, they were still children. It had happened because they’d lost their parents nine months ago and their lights seemed to have died along with their parents. Now Preston was at a loss as to what to do.

      The most excitement he’d seen from them today was when he suggested sweets from the bakery. Well, other than when Winifred decided to explore, and she had disappeared while he made certain that the boots he ordered were a proper fit.

      “Uncle Preston promised that we’d visit the bakery,” Lila reminded her sister.

      It wasn’t bread or cakes they wanted. The bakery was also a confectionary, and he knew the girls would spend time looking over the jars of colorful sweets and cases of delights before making a decision.

      “When will Willanton ever get a bookshop or lending library?” Matilda complained. “Why must we live in such a provincial village?”

      “I will send for more books,” Preston promised.

      “That is not necessary,” Matilda quickly responded. “I’ve enough to read.”

      Whenever he made an offer, they quickly declined, and it was maddening. Before their parents died, he’d spoiled them, but they wanted nothing from him now. He knew he wasn’t a parent, but they’d enjoyed his company then.

      “Why don’t you go into the bakery and pick out what you’d like.” He handed funds to Delia.

      “I’ll make certain they do not overindulge,” Delia assured him with seriousness more suited for a governess than a child.

      They were without guidance, except for himself and the household staff. He really did need to hire a governess. His nieces had been without one these past eight months, but he’d been reluctant to even interview, let alone hire anyone after Miss Halton had been dismissed.

      What did he even know about governesses, or how to go about hiring one, or how to even determine if one was qualified? Then there was the possibility of allowing a string of female strangers into his home that he’d be forced to converse with during an interview and he’d still have no idea if they’d make a worthy governess.

      His cousin, Alec Winters, the Earl of Harwich, was of the mind that Preston needed a wife before a governess and then said wife could hire someone.

      His stomach churned at the very idea of trying to court someone as he had no idea how to go about doing so. Besides, there was only one woman he’d ever wanted to court, and she had probably already forgotten him or thought him more a fool now than when they’d walked in Hyde Park.

      Damn his cousin, Alec. He should have never said anything about Miss Claywell, but once he had, Alec never let it go. Further, had Alec not encouraged him and had Preston not been drinking brandy at the time, he would have never written his uncle and asked him to extend an offer of marriage to a woman he barely knew.

      No doubt she had rejected the offer.

      At the sound of the coach, Preston glanced up to note the arrival of the mail coach, punctual as always.

      Just as it pulled to a stop, his nieces ran onto the pavement, full of excitement for the first time in months, surrounding him. They each told him of the treats they’d purchased, talking over each other, and he couldn’t understand what they were saying individually but loved this glimpse of their former selves. He tried to pay attention to each but was distracted. “A bunny,” Winifred cried and took off running and right through the passengers from the coach now gathering on the walk.

      That child still needed to be on leading strings simply so she couldn’t run off, especially through passengers disembarking a coach.

      Though he knew it was unlikely Winifred could go far, he tried to keep watch of her and waited for the passengers to go into Hemsley Coffee House for refreshments before he pursued. Except, when they’d all left the walk, Winifred wasn’t anywhere in sight, and a panic he had never experienced before, not even when facing Napoleon’s army, set in.
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      If she were correct, the mail coach would deliver her to Eyemouth in Scotland before tomorrow.

      Even though Althea had left her uncle’s home that very first night she’d overheard the discussion with Mr. Smith, she’d had to take a room at a coaching inn until she could book passage on a mail coach traveling north. For over a day she’d hidden in her room awaiting the morning that she was to depart, then feared that she’d been found when she spied a most anxious Mr. Smith speaking with the postmaster as he handed off a missive. She’d hung back in the shadows until he gained his carriage and she felt safe enough to board the mail coach without being seen.

      It certainly wasn’t her preference of travel, however, she had no complaints of the speed at which they arrived at each destination. Had she been in her uncle’s carriage, the journey would have taken twice as long.

      At least Uncle Clarence hadn’t caught up to her, though he probably assumed her destination—to her mother’s family—so it was only a matter of time before he found her. Though in truth, at the age of three and twenty, she had reached her majority and couldn’t be forced to marry anyone. She’d been so used to living with Uncle Clarence since she was a child that Althea still thought of him as her guardian.

      There had been no reason to run away, but the panic had sent her in motion. It was a very foolish thing to do, and quite outside of her normally reasonable character. However, she still had no access to her inheritance. As stipulated in her father’s will, it would not be hers until either she married or turned five and twenty.

      As the coach drew to a stop, the man across from her opened the door and stepped out, and Althea followed. This was one of the few stops in which they were allowed to disembark and only long enough to stretch and purchase foodstuffs before they were on their way again.

      Once free of the coach, Althea was once again able to take a deep breath of fresh air. It was growing quite warm within the coach despite it being December, and odors had developed that were far from pleasant. She’d been forced to spend the last few hours with her perfumed handkerchief close to her nose.

      At the squeal of a child, she turned to find a little girl pushing her way through the legs of the passengers disembarking.

      Althea waited for an adult to follow in pursuit, yet none did, and Althea grew alarmed, especially when the child cried out “Bunny” and disappeared around the side of a building. A rabbit trying to evade a child brought on different circumstances in which to be concerned. Either the child could run for a long distance trying to catch the rabbit and get lost, or she might manage to capture it, which could bring injury to the rabbit. Neither was a good outcome and as there appeared to be no adult attending the child, Althea ran after her before harm could be done.

      As soon as she turned the corner, Althea spotted the girl crouched down before a large bush. It was likely she had the rabbit cornered.

      She approached and leaned down next to the child. “What are you looking at?”

      The little girl didn’t even startle at her presence.

      “I wanted to pet the bunny.” She pointed.

      Althea looked inside to see a rabbit and five younger rabbits, and her heart melted.

      “I think you’ve frightened her,” Althea whispered.

      “I didn’t mean to,” the little girl assured her.

      “The mama just wants to protect them,” Althea said gently. Except, these bunnies weren’t exactly young and old enough to venture out on their own. She’d seen smaller ones hopping around on her uncle’s estate without a mother anywhere nearby.

      The girl plopped on her bottom.

      “At least they still have a mama.”

      Oh, dear! It was then that Althea realized that the little girl was wearing black. She’d been near the same age when she also had to wear black for a mother and father.

      “Let me take you back to your governess, or nurse, so they don’t worry.” Someone had to be in charge of the girl.

      “I don’t have a governess.”

      “Are you all alone today?”

      “Winifred!” The panicked voice of an adult male called. “Winifred! Where did you go off to?”

      “Might you be Winifred?”

      The little girl dipped her head in a sheepish manner and gave a quick nod. She had the look of knowing that she was going to be scolded, but no fear of being punished.

      Althea stood and held out her hand. “Your father sounds worried.”

      Winifred stood and accepted Althea’s hand. “I don’t have a papa either.”

      The poor child. But at least someone cared enough to note that she’d gone missing.

      Just as they reached the walk, a gentleman came barreling around the corner, nearly colliding with Althea. He quickly steadied her with his hands clasped about her upper arms, the palms branding her skin from the heat. A familiar touch, one imprinted in her memory, and Althea looked up into his concerned eyes. “Major Ambrose?”

      He stilled, stared at her as if shocked. Then, as if remembering himself, let go and stepped back. “My apologies.”

      He didn’t remember her. Althea had thought and dreamed of him for the remainder of the Season, yet his lack of greeting was as if they’d never met.

      The disappointment at being forgotten nearly crushed her heart. She tried to reason with herself that it was quite ridiculous to be in love, or even something as simple as infatuated with a gentleman after so few encounters, except she failed. How could she dismiss her emotions when her entire being seemed to come alive, as if waking from a deep hibernation, when in his presence. As it did just now.

      Major Ambrose dropped down to one knee and looked Winifred in the eyes. “You gave me a fright running off like that.”

      “I’m sorry Uncle Preston,” Winifred murmured. “But there was a bunny.”

      “I gathered as much.” He rubbed the top of her head affectionately. “But you also know better than to run off, especially through a group of strangers who were not expecting to trip over a little girl.”

      Althea had never heard him say so much in one sentence.

      “I wanted to pet the bunny, but the lady said that I couldn’t.”

      He glanced up, his blue eyes darkening. “Thank you, Miss Claywell,” he murmured, then cleared his throat as he stood.

      Her heart hammered as his eyes met hers once again. He did remember her.

      “My uncle isn’t major any longer,” Winifred said sadly, “but Viscount Melcombe.”

      The only way in which one gains a title is upon the death of another.

      Oh, dear! Why hadn’t she made the connection? Althea recalled Mr. Smith speaking of a nephew who had died unexpectantly, and she knew he hadn’t been speaking of Major Ambrose, as he’d been in London at the time. Now she knew why he’d left, and why he hadn’t returned.

      “Thank you for seeing to my niece,” Lord Melcombe stood and held out his hand to Winifred. “We should return to your sisters.”

      “Sisters?” Althea asked in surprise.

      “Yes. I am their guardian.”
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      Why was Miss Claywell in Willanton, Preston pondered as they slowly walked back toward the mail coach. Winifred prattled on and asked Miss Claywell question after question about her journey, for which he was grateful for it gave him time to think.

      Certainly, her answer, if accepted, would have come by way of a missive so that arrangements could be made.

      If she was here because of his offer, then why the blazes was she traveling on a mail coach?

      Her uncle and guardian was Viscount Lansdown, who was quite wealthy. His niece should not be traveling as such.

      Did she even have a maid with her?

      There were so many questions Preston wished to ask but was too shocked to speak or form coherent words. The woman who had haunted his dreams these past nine months was walking beside him in Willanton—the very woman that he’d made an offer of marriage.

      She was just as beautiful today as she had been when he’d first spied her across the ballroom. He’d held back that first night, admiring from afar then had gained an introduction by way of his Uncle Gerald. At the second ball, the pull toward her was great, and he had gained a waltz. He remembered it as if it were last evening. An awareness had pricked at his spine and need engulfed him the likes of which he’d never experienced in all his seven and twenty years. He wasn’t even certain he could trust the experience. And frankly, it scared him as it was more than just simple lust, but he also didn’t wish to examine exactly what he was experiencing. Therefore, he’d remained away from her an entire sennight and suffered through introductions and inane conversation that left him wishing he could be gone. He certainly hadn’t danced with anyone else either. He’d rather battle the French again than be stuck in a stilted, polite conversation until the music ended.

      He had envied the wallflowers then. They could remain at a ball all evening and not speak to anyone. Further, few bothered them. The same was not afforded a bachelor, not yet thirty. However, the attraction wasn’t him personally, but that he was the spare to a viscountcy with the current Viscount Melcombe having produced five daughters and no sons. Those in society saw Preston as possibly the next in line, but more importantly, the father of the next Viscount Melcombe. At the time, Preston certainly hadn’t expected to inherit, yet the duty to produce a son weighed upon him and that was the only reason he’d gone to London.

      When he approached Miss Claywell for the second waltz, it had been as before, only stronger. When a couple nearly collided with them, and he had to pull her so close that her body pressed against his, it took everything in his being not to sweep her up and carry her from the ball and make her his.

      Primal need to claim and keep.

      Lust!

      That had frightened him more than the first waltz as he wasn’t used to such strong feelings toward any person, especially a woman. Preston was not in London for a wife. He was there at the request of his brother, and to work his way back into Society, but he certainly wasn’t yet in a position to marry. He didn’t own a home, and his only income were quarterlies.

      Yet, that didn’t change the fact that he’d wanted her. They’d barely spoken beyond an introduction, not even when they waltzed. Partly because his mind had been void of words, only sensations from her scent of honeysuckle that wafted about her, the heat of her gloved hand in his, the gentle sway of her body as she allowed him to guide her from one end of the ballroom to the other and the way her steps matched his with no effort, as if they were one, then imagining them being one, moving in the same rhythm, the mounting of pleasure, the heat of release, her sighs of contentment.

      He had called on her, though he was certain she barely noticed him among her admirers. He held back while others read her poetry, complimented her hair and eyes, and engaged her in witty banter. He wasn’t a dandy and had no idea how to impress her with wit, if that is what she required, and began to wonder if the eight years in the cavalry had ruined him for going about in society. He didn’t even know why he called on her, except he was drawn to her.

      Then, as if fate had placed them in the same place at the same time, Miss Claywell had approached him in Hyde Park. They walked and talked of so many things. Though if he were being truthful, she did most of the talking, and he hadn’t minded. The few times he managed to speak, insecurities of youth swept over him. He was never good at conversation, and often spoke too slow and took too many pauses to make certain he spoke correctly. He also made certain he spoke as little as possible if he couldn’t avoid speaking at all. The boys had not been kind to him at Eton and teased him unmercifully, which only made the problem worse.

      He'd also been wrong that his worst humiliation had been last spring while talking with Miss Claywell. That had occurred during his first Season when he’d asked a very pretty miss to dance. She’d laughed at him. Her response, and he could still hear it to this day, “I only dance with gentlemen who are titled, or in line for a title. I’d never dance with a younger son, especially one that stammers.” Her friends had laughed right along with her while his peers looked on. The only consolation that night was when his cousin Alec, who also happened to be an earl, intentionally did not claim the dance she’d promised. He’d waited until it was time for the waltz, nodded to her then left. A week later, Preston bought his commission.

      He'd lied whenMiss Claywell asked if the reason he’d joined the cavalry was because of that first Season. He was too embarrassed to tell her the truth, or anyone for that matter.

      He hardly ever stammered any longer, and never when he was comfortable with those in his company. He also thought that he’d overcome such difficulties in the cavalry and had no trouble finding the confidence to order men, but when talking to a woman, especially one he wished to court, he might as well be ten again.

      It was during their walk in Hyde Park that Preston felt the first stirrings of love, and not just lust.

      How could he possibly be falling in love with a woman he barely knew?

      Given she was here, perhaps he wouldn’t need to court her. That is, assuming she was here because of his offer. Which again took him back to his earlier questions of why she was traveling on a mail coach.

      Winifred prattled on and asked Miss Claywell question after question about riding in a mail coach, where she traveled from, but Preston hardly paid attention, too caught up in what he should say to her once they had a moment of privacy.

      He had hoped to leave Winifred with her sisters then speak with Miss Claywell, but those plans were quickly put aside when they reached the bakery, where he’d left his four remaining charges. Only Theodora and Lila were present, both sitting on the walk enjoying lemon drops.

      “Where are your sisters?”

      They looked up at him with wide, blue eyes.

      “Do you recall which direction they went?” he asked.

      Theodora pointed to the left, toward the sundries store, while Lila pointed across the street toward the hat shop which also sold ribbons, gloves, parasols, reticules, and all manner of items of interest to a miss.

      It was likely Delia was looking at some form of frippery and Matilda was in search of writing materials. “Winifred, stay with your sisters. No chasing bunnies or anything else.”

      She gave a nod then plopped down next to her sisters.

      The three should not be sitting on the ground, but he’d address that later.

      “I am going to find Delia and Matilda and bring them back. Do not move from this spot, any of you.”

      “I will keep watch so that you can retrieve your other nieces, Lord Melcombe.”

      He looked up into Miss Claywell’s warm green eyes. They’d always reminded him of brilliant emeralds “Thank you.”

      Preston rushed to retrieve Delia and directed her across the street and back to her sisters. He then found Matilda and escorted her back to the others while wondering exactly what he should say to Miss Claywell.

      When he returned to the bakery, the nieces were no longer sitting on the ground, but had moved to a bench, were sitting straight with their ankles crossed in a proper manner. Miss Claywell stood before him. There was an empty seat beside Delia which Matilda slipped into, and now the girls were arranged by age.

      “You received a letter,” Delia held it out to him. “I paid the post from the funds left from the bakery.”

      “Thank you.” Preston took it and noted that it was from his Uncle Gerald. He took a deep breath, and willed his heart to quit pounding, and hoped that an explanation as to why Miss Claywell was in Willanton would be found within. “Excuse me for a moment.”

      Preston,

      We bungled it.

      Miss Claywell completely misunderstood the conversation between me and her uncle. She was not privy to the full extent of the offer I proposed, or everything contained in the settlement agreements. All she heard was a portion of the conversation and got it into her head that Lord Lansdown was going to force her to marry me. Had her uncle known of the misunderstanding, he would have explained, but Miss Claywell did not give him the opportunity and ran away that night. I can assure you that this is completely out of character for such a sensible miss. She is one of the most intelligent and rational females of my acquaintance, and this response is in complete contrast to her normal disposition, and frankly has me and her uncle quite bewildered.

      Her funds are limited and there is only one place in which she can escape, and that is to Eyemouth in Scotland, where her mother’s family lives. She wouldn’t go to any of Lansdown’s sons because they’d return her.

      When her uncle and I checked the mail coach routes, we realized the one that travels to Eyemouth will also go through Willanton, and it is our hope that my missive will reach you in time to stop her from continuing and explain the truth of the matter. I also fear that this missive might reach you after she’s gone, though we hope that isn’t the case. We also pray that she is on her way to Eyemouth, otherwise, we don’t know where she’d run off to, nor even know where to begin to search for her.

      Lansdown has already written to her mother’s family explaining the situation in the event she arrives on their doorstep. All we can hope is that someone explains before she disappears for good.

      I promise to write when I receive further word.

      Sincerely,

      Uncle Gerald

      Bloody hell! What did he do now?

      Tell her the truth?

      He was certain she’d reject him. No woman wants a marriage proposal by way of an uncle, but that’s what he’d done, which he still blamed on brandy.

      Yet, she had a right to the truth, even if he looked the fool.

      At least he now knew why she’d been on a mail coach.

      Preston folded the missive and returned to his nieces and Miss Claywell, searching for the proper words to explain the misunderstanding that sent her fleeing from her home.

      “Miss Claywell, I, um, you see.”

      Blast, just say the words! He’d been laughed at before and survived. It would be humiliating coming from her, but it was best to have it done.

      “Yes?”

      “You see, I believe we should…” Should what?

      “Uncle Preston?” Delia looked at him with concern. “Are you well?”

      Blast! He never had trouble speaking with his nieces, but they were children.

      “In London...” he began. “Hyde Park. That day…”

      She smiled at him. “I enjoyed our stroll very much.”

      “I, as well.”

      She glanced back at the mail coach. A few of the passengers had emerged from the coffee house. He needed to speak quickly, or she’d be on her way.

      “You should be our governess,” Winifred blurted out. “Uncle Preston says we are in need of one.”

      “Or three,” added Lila.

      “But he doesn’t know how to go about getting one,” explained Theodora.

      Miss Claywell laughed. “All young misses should have a governess, but I’m certain that only one is necessary.”

      “It should be you,” Winifred dictated as if she held the power to make such decisions.

      Governess!

      That was it. The girls liked her. In the few moments that he was away, she’d gotten them to sit properly, and they were attentive. Normally he’d not offer such a position to one of Miss Claywell’s standing, but he also knew her current circumstances.

      If she were in his house, it would afford them the opportunity to come to know one another, then he could court her as he’d planned to do in London. He’d been called home before he’d gotten the chance.

      “She’s right,” Preston said. “They would…that is…” She was going to think him mad for even making such a suggestion, and hopefully, she wasn’t insulted. “I’m certain you have grander plans.”

      He anticipated her rejection to his offer and when it came, he’d need to confess the truth behind the marriage proposal.
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      Althea’s only immediate plan was to avoid her uncle for as long as possible.

      If she were to become a governess for Lord Melcombe’s nieces, she could hide in his home. His home.

      It would provide an opportunity denied when he’d been called from London. She’d been so hopeful that he’d court her, but he left within only a few days of their walk in Hyde Park. Perhaps Lord Melcombe had no intention of courting her then, but Althea wasn’t willing to give up hope, even if it required that she be retained as a governess for his nieces. The waltzes and the stroll may have had no effect on him, but they had on her. So much so that she’d judged and compared every gentleman to Lord Melcombe.

      Yet, it was a risk. If she took the position, her infatuation may grow and if he failed to notice that she could be more, it would be crushing.

      Did she protect her heart and continue her journey? Or did she hope for more and stay?

      Yet, that wasn’t her only concern. “Your uncle, Mr. Smith, is a close friend to my uncle.”

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “Does he visit or write to you often?” Her uncle may not think to look for her here, but if Mr. Smith were to write or even visit, she may be forced to marry him.

      “My uncle rarely travels to Willanton. We hardly correspond.”

      Lord Melcombe had always been a gentleman of few words and she appreciated that he delivered information quite succinctly. Though the lack of warmth in his tone was rather disconcerting. It wasn’t that he was cold, but it was something else. He was more formal than when they last spoke.

      However, what brought her comfort was the knowledge that his uncle might not learn where she was, thus becoming Melcombe’s governess would allow Althea time to decide what she would do next, and also come to know the gentleman who had haunted her thoughts and dreams.

      Althea looked up into his warm blue eyes and knew that she wished to remain. She also prayed that he never learned of the marriage offer from his uncle because that would ruin everything.

      “Actually, Lord Melcombe, I’ve nothing pressing that requires my attention. Further, my family is not expecting me. I decided to travel on a whim, so they’d not notice when I don’t arrive.”

      “You’ll take the position?” He pulled back as if shocked.

      If she were him, she’d be surprised as well. Melcombe knew of her family. Governesses were usually misses from gentry who were educated, but without funds, or had been placed on the shelf, or otherwise unmarriageable.

      “A temporary position,” she clarified. “Perhaps a month as I’ve never been a governess and might fail miserably.” She laughed because she couldn’t imagine this would be something she’d wish to do permanently. She’d also decided that a month would be ample time to determine if Lord Melcombe would ever see her as anything other than a governess. If he didn’t, she’d leave and continue on to her mother’s family, and perhaps finally put her infatuation to rest.

      “I doubt that you will fail,” he assured her.

      The driver of the coach called for all to board. “Do you have luggage?” he asked.

      “Yes, a valise,” she answered as he rushed forward to stop the coach from leaving.

      Althea watched on as the driver, not at all pleased, retrieved her valise from the stack at the back of the coach then set about rearranging those that were left.

      “Is this the correct one?” Lord Melcombe asked as he returned.

      “It is,” Althea assured him as butterflies erupted in her belly and excitement rushed through her being.

      She was going to be residing in Lord Melcombe’s home. It didn’t matter that she’d only be a governess because she’d finally be close to him. She also hoped that their not quite a courtship in London might blossom to more.

      “My carriage is this way.”

      The girls hopped off the bench and the younger ones skipped ahead until they came to the conveyance parked at the corner. As the driver held the door, the girls scrambled inside. Althea followed, noting that only one seat was available. It was just as crowded in here as it had been on the coach, but at least these bodies were smaller and did not smell, though she might.

      “Come in, Miss Claywell,” Winifred beckoned.

      “Where will your uncle sit if I take his seat?”

      “I’ll ride with the driver,” he announced.

      “I hate to put you out.”

      “It is no inconvenience,” he insisted.

      After she’d taken her seat, he closed the door and the carriage shifted as he climbed to sit next to the driver.

      Silence followed as all five girls stared at her.

      Oh, dear.

      “May I know your names?”

      “I’m Winifred,” the youngest answered with a grin.

      “Yes, I know, we’ve already met, but how old are you?”

      “I’m five.” She held up fingers to emphasize her important age.

      Althea then looked to the next youngest.

      “I’m Lila. I am seven.”

      “I am Theodora, but I wish people would call me Teddy, and I am ten.”

      Althea glanced to the girl beside her.

      “Matilda, not Tilly or any other obnoxious nickname,” she said with superiority and slid a suffering glance to Teddy. “I am thirteen.”

      Althea looked to the last niece.

      “Delia. I am fifteen. We do not need you and will inform Uncle Preston once we return to Ambrose Hall.”
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      Preston’s heart pounded from the moment she accepted the position of governess and during their walk to the carriage. It had only let up when he’d been able to escape conversation by riding beside the driver. However, the discomfort renewed as he assisted Miss Claywell from the carriage and hoped that his nervousness wasn’t noted. He’d dreamed of bringing her here, he just hadn’t anticipated that his nieces would accompany them, or that she’d arrive as a governess. However, Preston was not going to let this opportunity pass because these circumstances now presented an opportunity not afforded during a Season.

      Winifred ran ahead of everyone and burst through the front door. “We have a governess,” she cried.

      “Miss Winifred, what have we said about running in the house and yelling,” Mrs. Wilson, the housekeeper scolded.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Wilson. I was excited,” Winifred apologized not the least bit remorseful.

      “Ah, the exuberance of youth,” Jackson chuckled. The man had been the butler in this household for nearly thirty years and should be pensioned off, except Jackson had refused the offer whenever it was made, which was now yearly.

      The rest of his nieces filed inside and waited quietly in the entry for him and Miss Claywell.

      “It’s true?” Mrs. Wilson asked eyeing Miss Claywell.

      “Yes,” Preston answered and anticipated a private conversation later given the suspicion in his housekeeper’s eyes. She’d known him since he was a lad and despite him having inherited the title, still visited him with concerns when she thought he was erring in his duties to the girls or the estate. In this instance, it would be his bringing a stranger home when she knew that he hadn’t yet advertised for a governess.

      “Mrs. Wilson, Jackson, may I introduce Miss Althea Claywell. She will be staying on as the governess for the time being.”

      Mrs. Wilson then gave a nod. “We weren’t expecting you, but I’ll see that the governess’ room is prepared straight away.”

      Jackson grinned. “Welcome to Ambrose Hall.”

      “Thank you,” Miss Claywell murmured.

      “Girls, why don’t you show her the way, and I’ll send a maid up directly,” Mrs. Wilson instructed.

      “Come along, Miss Claywell.” Winifred grabbed her hand. “It has a lovely view and you’ll be close to us.”

      He watched as Winifred pulled Miss Claywell up the stairs. Lila followed, clutching the small bag of lemon drops as if it contained gold.

      Close to them? On the nursery floor? Preston had assumed she’d live on the floor where there were seven empty bedchambers available, preferably one close to his.

      “Miss Claywell will reside in the governess’ room, which is attached to the schoolroom and near where the children sleep, as were your instructions before Miss Halton departed,” Mrs. Wilson reminded him.

      The girls had been in transition from nursery maids to governess and nursery to schoolroom last year. The three youngest had still resided on the nursery floor with nursery maids while Delia and Matilda had been given rooms on the family floor, along with the governess, at the opposite end of where their parents had slept. As the girls had wanted to be together after their parents were killed, Preston saw to the nursery floor being fully converted to a schoolroom and suites for his charges. The only person who had been put out with the move was Miss Halton who wished to remain in her chamber on the family floor. She’d not been happy when she’d been forced to relocate her possessions. It wasn’t as if she were given a closet to sleep in. The rooms set aside for the governess contained a bedchamber, washing closet, and a small sitting room, and Preston suspected her true complaint had more to do with the location.

      “Yes, of course,” Preston muttered. “Help Miss Claywell get settled, girls,” he said to the nieces who remained standing in the foyer. “I’ll be in the library.” He turned and marched down the corridor, though he could hear two sets of footsteps following him. One set belonged to Mrs. Wilson as she’d want answers. The other, he suspected was Delia who questioned all his decisions when it came to the girls, as if she were their mother.

      “Uncle Preston, I don’t believe you’ve thought this through,” Delia began.

      “I’ve mentioned several times that I intended to hire a governess,” he reminded her.

      “Yes, but I also mentioned that it was not necessary.”

      He took a deep breath. “Delia, I appreciate how you have seen to your sisters since the accident. However, you are not qualified to see to their education, especially since yours is not yet complete.”

      She bristled. “I can learn anything that is necessary from reading and pass it on to my siblings.”

      “Miss Claywell is not here to replace you, Delia,” he said softly. “Simply to educate. She and I have agreed to a month, and I’d like you to agree to the same. We will then determine if this is how we wish to go on. Can you do that?”

      Delia pursed her lips, then gave a nod. “One month.”

      With that, she quit the library leaving him alone with Mrs. Wilson.

      “Please close the door as I don’t wish for others to hear our discussion.”

      “What do you know of this woman?” she asked after returning to stand before his desk.

      “I made Miss Claywell’s acquaintance in London and know her family,” he said. “The girls asked her to be their governess, and she agreed.”

      “Is she even qualified?”

      “She’s not been a governess before, if that is your question, but I am not concerned.”

      Mrs. Wilson narrowed her eyes. “This is unexpected and uncharacteristic. What haven’t you shared with me?”

      With a sigh, he crossed to the sideboard to pour himself a brandy while he weighed how much he should confide in his housekeeper. In the end, he decided to tell her the truth but left out the part about lust so as not to offend her sensibilities.

      “I was drawn to her in a manner that I’d never been to anyone before, as if she were mine,” he concluded. Preston shook his head. “It’s quite ridiculous, I’m aware.” He glanced up to Mrs. Wilson, who had been a servant in Ambrose Hall since before he was born. “You think me mad, don’t you?”

      “If it were any other gentleman, yes I would believe so. But that is the way of Ambrose males,” she stated as if it were fact. “I witnessed it myself with your brother, and though I was only a housemaid when your father met your mother, I remember that as well.”

      “The curse of the Ambrose men,” he chuckled. According to his brother, father, grandfather, and every male ancestor, they’d all known who they would marry at the first introduction. Preston thought it nonsense and dismissed their stories.

      Except, hadn’t he just said that he felt a pull, as if Miss Claywell was his?

      Bloody hell. He’d not fall into the romantic notions of his ancestors.

      “Nor will it be easy for you,” she reminded him. “The women never made it easy.”

      His gut tightened. He’d been at a loss as to how to court her in London. Would it really be any easier here, even though she now resided within his home? He was a man of action, not words, nor did he have any notion of how to be romantic and woo a female. Nor was he someone to speak from the heart, as the cavalry had taught him that emotions only got in the way and could have a devastating effect in the outcome of battle.

      No, courting Miss Claywell would not be easy, except it wouldn’t be her making it difficult. Of that, he was certain.

      “If you made an offer of marriage, then why is she here as a governess?”

      “Because of this.” He handed the missive to his housekeeper.

      Mrs. Wilson took the letter from him and read the contents.

      “Why not simply explain the misunderstanding?” she asked.

      “Because she’d likely reject me immediately given we’d only shared three encounters.” He took a drink. “This is an opportunity for her to come to know me, and I her.”

      “I understand your caution and your reluctance to tell her the truth, but it is also a deception,” Mrs. Wilson warned.

      He knew that as well, but Preston wasn’t yet ready to tell Miss Claywell the truth of the matter. He wanted to at least be given the opportunity for her to come to know him better, and he her, before there was any further talk of marriage.

      “You must also be careful in how you proceed,” she warned. “If you show an unusual interest in Miss Claywell, her reputation could suffer. Remember what happened with Miss Halton.”

      He groaned, recalling the former governess and the circumstances surrounding her departure from Ambrose Hall. “Yes, of course,” he acknowledged. “Explain to the staff that Miss Claywell has not previously been a governess but that I know her family. That will explain why she may be different from what they expect.”

      After his housekeeper took her leave, Preston set to write to both his uncle and Miss Claywell’s and advised them of the circumstances so that they’d no longer worry.
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      After being shown to her room, Althea assisted the maid in making the bed, then opened the window to allow fresh air into the room and set about unpacking her things. She’d also been allowed the luxury of bathing in the room off the kitchen. After heating the water and filling the hipbath, she then luxuriated in washing her hair and the grime from her body before she snuck back up to her room, where she’d brushed her hair until it dried. She’d taken bathing for granted while under her uncle’s care, but after needing to prepare her own bath, she would not any longer.

      She was now in the home of Viscount Melcombe and hoped that in time he’d see her as more than a governess. Though how she could make that happen, she wasn’t certain, given her days would be long with lessons. But somehow, she’d find a way.

      There were meals, however. Mrs. Wilson had informed Althea that she was expected to take meals with Lord Melcombe, as did the children because he did not like to dine alone.

      Althea tried to recall her own governess. Miss Landry had also taken meals with the family, so such a request wasn’t unusual. Althea just hoped that she could remember everything else that Miss Landry had done, and what had been taught.

      “Are you joining us, Miss Claywell?” Matilda asked as she stopped outside of Althea’s open chamber door. “Supper is to be served.”

      She smiled at the young girl. “Please show me the way.”

      Althea allowed Matilda to escort her to the parlor where the other sisters had gathered as well as Lord Melcombe. At least they didn’t formally dress as one did in London, for which she was grateful because she’d not packed anything appropriate.

      “Welcome, Miss Claywell,” Lord Melcombe greeted. “Shall we go into dinner?”

      Althea hoped that she wasn’t the cause for the delay and would be more attentive to the time in the future.

      The girls rose from the seats and crossed the corridor and into the dining room. Lord Melcombe offered his arm, though it was not necessary. She was a governess, nothing more.

      However, she didn’t decline as that would be rude and rested her hand on his sleeve, and instantly became aware of the strength of his arms as her palm tingled. Why was he the only gentleman who had ever had any effect on her person? Others had kissed her. Some had pulled her close as they brought their lips to hers, and Althea had felt nothing. Melcombe need only draw near, and her pulse increased.

      There were seven place settings on the long dark table. One at the head of the table, where she assumed Melcombe would sit, then three places on either side. Delia had taken the seat directly to his right.

      Beside Delia was Theodora, then Lila. On the opposite side, Matilda and Winifred took their seats, leaving the one directly to the left of Lord Melcombe open. Matilda should be seated there, not the governess. Yet, Lord Melcombe did not correct the girls, though Delia did motion for Matilda to move closer to their uncle. Matilda tilted her chin and looked away, ignoring the oldest.

      Such was enough to remind her that Delia did not want her here.

      “Are you settled in, Miss Claywell?” Lord Melcombe asked.

      “Yes. Thank you. I hope to begin lessons tomorrow.”

      He pulled back in surprise. “Tomorrow is the first of the year.”

      In her travels, Althea had lost track of time. This was the last day of 1815. “Yes, well, perhaps we could put off lessons for a day or two.” Though she wasn’t certain what she’d do with herself in that time, except perhaps prepare for the lessons to come.

      “I will assist you when it’s time to begin,” Delia offered.

      “Delia’s been teaching us since our former governess ran off,” Theodora explained.

      “That will be all Teddy,” Lord Melcombe ground out.

      Ran off? Althea hadn’t asked why there wasn’t one, though perhaps she should have.

      “She didn’t run off. She was let go by Mrs. Wilson,” Matilda explained with authority.

      As much as Althea would like to know the reasoning for such a decision, she didn’t ask. “I would appreciate any assistance Miss Delia may offer.” She glanced across the table to the one who resented her presence.

      “Of course,” Delia answered. “I’ve plans and a schedule to follow. As you’ve no experience in being a governess, I’m happy to instruct you on your duties.”

      “Delia,” Lord Melcombe warned quietly, to which the girl dropped her chin in response.

      Althea met Delia’s eyes. There was going to be a battle of wills, for which she was well prepared. “Thank you.”
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      Preston feared that Delia would be difficult. She may have agreed to a month, but she’d likely challenge Miss Claywell at every turn, which was something he’d need to speak to her about. However, he also suspected that Miss Claywell was aware of Delia’s intentions and perhaps he shouldn’t interfere.

      He was the only male in a household of six females, outside of the servants of course. Years on the Continent, fighting in battles and commanding men had not prepared him for this situation.

      As his nieces, except for Delia, prattled on through dinner, Preston offered little and let them entertain Miss Claywell while he watched on. They had accepted her immediately and were excited to have her in the home. If he recalled, they tolerated the former governess because it was expected of them.

      When he and Miss Claywell had waltzed in London, he hadn’t visualized her sitting beside him at supper, only in his bed. He liked having her here and being able to gaze upon her as she enjoyed conversation with the girls. As within the ballroom, the candlelight suited her, bathing her skin with a warm glow, as highlights shimmered across her nearly midnight hair. Her gentle laughter in contrast to Winifred’s giggling stirred something within his being that had not been anticipated, and frankly, Preston wasn’t certain what to make of the warmth in his chest. What he was certain of was that Miss Althea Claywell was the most desirable woman he’d ever encountered.

      At the end of the meal, the girls rose to excuse themselves, as did Miss Claywell. Preston knew that if he let her leave with the girls, he’d continue to do so each night and thus, they’d never converse. He must force himself to do so now and had been preparing for this since he’d been left alone following his meeting with Mrs. Wilson.

      “Please join me in the parlor, Miss Claywell,” Preston said before she could walk away.

      Miss Claywell glanced up at him, a question in her eyes.

      What reason could he give? “So, that we might better discuss your duties.” That was the reason he’d settled on today and hoped that he could offer better excuses in the future, and until it became easier.

      “I’ll join you as well,” Delia announced.

      Preston willed patience. “This is to be a conversation between myself and Miss Claywell, Delia. Go along with your sisters.”

      His niece pulled in a breath through her nose and pursed her lips as she straightened her spine. She then pivoted and marched from the dining room.

      Preston turned to a footman. “Please have tea delivered to the library.”

      He followed Miss Claywell from the dining room then paused in the marble entry and watched until his nieces had disappeared above before joining her.

      “I fear you may have difficulties with Delia,” he stated what was likely obvious.

      Miss Claywell offered a slight smile. “It is not unexpected for a girl her age, and some latitude should be allowed.”

      “Within reason,” Preston warned, or Delia would gain the upper hand and not relinquish it easily.

      “Yes, of course.”

      They paused in their discussion as a footman delivered the tea service and Miss Claywell leaned forward to pour, asking his preference. The scoop of her bodice afforded him the opportunity to gaze on the swell of her breast. It was quite seductive, though he was just as certain that had not been the intent of her posture as all women needed to bend as such when pouring and he’d never been stirred by such a glimpse of cleavage until now.

      When he accepted the cup and saucer from her, their fingers brushed ever so slightly, yet the contact burned, and Preston was reminded that his attraction to Miss Claywell began with lust. It was something he mustn’t give into. She was not in his home to be seduced but to be courted.

      It had been lust and desire that drove him to offer marriage. One should not choose a wife with their loins as no doubt many miserable marriages had likely begun quite happily in lust.

      His decision had been rash that day, and he was thankful that Miss Claywell did not know the truth. But how long could he keep it from her?

      “I’ll be honest. I don’t know what I’m doing.” He didn’t know how to approach Miss Claywell as a woman, as one would in courtship, but that was not what he wished to confess.

      “After I sold my commission, I returned here and spent months spoiling my nieces.” He took a sip of his tea. “Then my brother and sister-in-law were killed in a boating accident, and I was suddenly no longer an uncle who could spoil and leave, but their guardian and the newest Viscount Melcombe.” Preston wasn’t confident that she had even noted his absence in London, but if she had, Miss Claywell now knew the reason he had disappeared.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she murmured.

      “Delia has taken on the role of mother and governess. I’d like her to return to being fifteen.”

      Althea nodded.

      Preston stared at Miss Claywell, then frowned. He was so worried about his nieces, especially Delia but didn’t voice the depth of his concern. Simply stated facts. “When I arrived, she’d already taken her sisters in hand, nurturing and caring.”

      “Stoic,” Miss Claywell suggested.

      “Yes.”

      The concerns were so much more than Delia becoming everything to her sisters. There was a pall of gloom hanging over them. Of course, it was natural as they’d lost their parents, but that had been nine months ago and other than Winifred and Lila, the other three were serious and quiet most of the time. It wasn’t natural given their ages.

      He voiced none of this to Miss Claywell as he wasn’t in the habit, nor comfortable confiding internal turmoil and concerns, or emotions. He found he was comfortable explaining the facts of a situation to her, which was a relief as he’d barely been able to do that last spring in London. Perhaps there was hope that when the time came to discuss something more personal, he’d not trip over his words.

      “When did their former governess leave and how long had she been with the family.”

      “Miss Halton had been with the family for a year,” he answered. “She was let go a month after the funeral.”

      He wished that she’d ask another question that he could answer, but an uncomfortable silence began to stretch between them and the hope he experienced began to deflate.

      “Is there anything else that I should know?” Miss Claywell asked after she finished her tea.

      Why didn’t he possess the silver tongue of a dandy? Then he could speak with her for hours.

      “I have nothing further,” he finally admitted.

      With a nod, she stood and quit the room and Preston rose to pour himself a brandy.

      What the blazes was wrong with him? He had no difficulty talking to men, especially when issuing orders, but while sitting alone with Miss Claywell, he was at a loss as to what to say that did not involve his nieces. If only courtship was like a battlefield, then he’d know exactly what to say and do, but Miss Claywell wasn’t a soldier, she was a desirable miss.
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      Althea tried to settle into her new surroundings but had been unable to fall asleep.

      What did she know of being a governess?

      She’d had one, but that didn’t necessarily qualify her to fulfill such a position.

      But that didn’t weigh on her mind nearly as much as knowing that she was now living in Lord Melcombe’s home.

      When they’d discussed her duties after supper, he’d spoke only of his nieces and his concerns. Althea had hoped that he might turn the conversation to other topics, but he didn’t. The viscount saw her only as a governess, and employee, nothing more, and it was rather disheartening.

      During their tea, he was more informative and less conversational. Was that what came from being in the military for so long? Except, he’d resigned his commission over a year ago. Althea would have wondered if there was any warmth in him at all, except his devotion and worry for his nieces was quite obvious. A gentleman who cared so much did not possess a cold heart.

      Nor had he been cold in London, simply quieter and more serious than most. In fact, that was one of the reasons she’d been drawn to him.

      Lord Melcombe was a conundrum and Althea wasn’t quite certain what to make of him, or if he ever saw her as more than someone to dance with and now wondered if it had been a mistake to accept the position within his household. Was it even possible to hope that he might see her differently?

      Perhaps it was best that she was here because at least her infatuation would either die or bloom, and she wouldn’t be left to wonder about him as she had these past months.

      Unable to sleep, despite the comfort of the bed, Althea rose and pulled a wrap about her shoulders and over her nightshift as she wandered to the window. A nearly starless night against the black sky of a new moon shrouded the landscape in darkness and she could see little beyond the light that spilled from the windows below.

      She was being a fool. Hadn’t she thought the debutantes silly who believed themselves in love within a sennight of meeting an attentive gentleman? Althea had assumed herself more logical and reasonable, yet she’d yearned for Melcombe and had for months.

      He cared only for his nieces.

      At least now she knew that her desire for him was one-sided, and she should therefore be able to put it aside. Besides, she had a larger problem—hiding from her uncle. As she’d already decided that Uncle Clarence would never think to look for her here, Althea needed to become an excellent governess so that Lord Melcombe did not sack her.

      With those thoughts in mind, she decided to return to bed and try to get some sleep but stopped when she heard the creak of the floorboards outside of her door.

      It was too late for the girls to be awake, yet there was more than one person walking outside of her chamber.

      Afraid that there was an emergency or concern, she walked to her door and creaked it open to see Lord Melcombe walking away, carrying a child in his arms, and then entering the chamber on the opposite side of the schoolroom. Following him were the other nieces.

      This was very odd. Should she follow? Was a child ill?

      The other girls continued, whispering goodnight as they entered their chambers and a moment later, Lord Melcombe exited what Althea believed to be the room shared by Winifred, Lila, and Theodora.

      She watched as he crossed the schoolroom, coming toward her.

      Althea knew that she should return to her room, but instead took the opportunity to study the bone structure of his cheeks and jaw, made harsher by shadows from the lamp he now carried. His steps were confident, his shoulders broad and back straight. A gentleman who was confident and in command.

      Her pulse increased and desire pooled in her belly, which she pushed aside and tried to ignore.

      She shouldn’t stand in the doorway and watch him. It was not proper, especially since it was her bedchamber door and late in the evening. He’d think her wanton.

      Yet, no matter how much Althea willed herself to close the door, her body would not respond, and she continued to watch his approach, and then he noticed her.

      Their eyes met, and Althea came aware of her state of undress and pulled the wrap tight at her collar as the heat of embarrassment swept over her face and through her body.

      He came closer and looked deeply into her eyes, and Althea nearly forgot to breathe.

      “Is all well?” she finally asked when he only stood there looking at her.

      “Yes,” he whispered, the tone low. “Winifred wasn’t able to stay awake until midnight.”

      “Why were they up so late?” Did they not keep normal hours?

      “It’s New Year’s Eve, or it was,” he answered taking her aback. He was happy, friendly, which she hadn’t witnessed before. “Happy New Year, Miss Claywell.”

      “And to you, Lord Melcombe.” That didn’t explain why the children were up so late.

      The corner of his mouth tipped. “Does your family not wait up for midnight to usher in the new year?”

      “No.”

      “Ah, now I understand your confusion.” He nodded. “It’s a family tradition to wait until midnight then open the back door, which Delia did to usher out the old while I opened the front door to usher in the new, a way of ridding the house of bad luck.”

      Was that brandy on his breath? He didn’t appear to be drunk, but perhaps…

      Not that it mattered, because she’d not seen him at such ease previously, and rather liked this Melcombe.

      “I’ve heard of the superstition, but it was never practiced in my home.”

      “Superstition?” He placed a hand over his heart in mock shock. “The girls believe it’s true. The younger ones at least, though Winifred will be sad that she missed the luck coming through the door.”

      “I won’t call it a superstition where they can hear,” she assured him. Her heart warmed that he carried on the tradition so that the children could participate. Melcombe doted on his nieces, and she suspected he loved them as if they were his own.

      “Though I believe our luck already changed today when a mail coach brought you to the girls.”

      The heat of her cheeks deepened. “I’ll do my best.” She also noticed luck for the girls, but not him.

      She once again set aside disappointment that he saw her as a governess and nothing more.

      An awkward silence fell, and Althea wasn’t certain what to say as she lingered just outside of her chamber. It was past midnight and likely the other girls were now tucked in their beds. It would be so easy…

      Althea didn’t even allow herself to finish her thoughts.

      For a moment his gaze dropped to her lips then he glanced up into her eyes. Their eyes held for what seemed like an eternity, but it was only a moment or two. But she warmed and anticipation fluttered in her belly in hopes that perhaps he might lean in and kiss her.

      “Well, I should let you get your sleep, and I should do the same,” Lord Melcombe said.

      “Yes, of course.” She backed into her room and quietly closed the door, then leaned her forehead against it. She must put all thoughts of desire for her employer aside and concentrate on only the girls. It would be difficult, but it was what she must do.
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