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      Spring, 1822

      “You won’t agree to a season, you won’t attend any country dances, and you won’t even go to a house party. Damn it, Isabel, I am at my wits’ end with you,” Weston ran a frustrated hand through his hair, practically pulling it out by the roots. His sister was perhaps the most stubborn creature ever to walk the earth.

      “Don’t you use such language with me.” Isabel wagged a delicate finger at him. “Just because you’re miserable does not mean you have to make the rest of us miserable, too.”

      Pressing his fingers to his temple, Weston tried to rub the pain away, but the source of it was still in the room. He did not think he could endure another of his sister’s lectures on what was wrong with his life. “I swear, one of these days I am going to tie you up and toss you on your uncle’s doorstep.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Isabel walked up to him and jabbed her finger into his chest. “You know very well that Father wanted me under your care, and besides, such tactics would not work. As soon as I was able, I would return here.” She ended her declaration with a smug smile.

      “It really is a lost cause,” Isabel’s companion, Anastasia, chimed in.

      Weston glared at her, wishing Anastasia would not take sides. He’d promised his late father that he would ensure Isabel had at least one season. Four years later, and he still had not managed to fulfill that promise. At the very least, he wanted his bluestocking of a sister to be open to the idea. He was about to argue as much when Milton entered the study, salver in hand.

      Weston took the card from the tray. He sucked in a deep breath and mentally groaned. Damn. “See her into the drawing room.”

      “Yes, sir.” Weston waited for Milton to leave before addressing his sister. It was common knowledge that servants talked, but he did not need to give them additional fodder.

      “This isn’t over, Isabel.” She began to shake her head, but he gave her no opportunity to protest. “We will discuss this later. You will honor Father’s wishes.”

      Isabel gave him her classic “that’s what you think” look and then stormed from the room.

      Anastasia started to follow Isabel, but then stopped in front of him. “Perhaps a different approach would be better next time. Possibly a bribe of some sort.” Every conversation he ever had with his sister ended the same way. He was curious to hear more about the new approach Anastasia suggested, but the untimely arrival of Mrs. Keates interfered with that inquiry.

      Several minutes later, he found himself outside the drawing room, preparing to do battle with yet another stubborn woman. Only this one had no idea what his involvement in her life was.

      He entered and was instantly assaulted by an intoxicating mixture of lavender and vanilla. Philippa had only been there five minutes and already the room smelled like her. Damn. Best to get this over with as soon as possible.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Keates.” He hated that name. He hated even more that she had been married to a blackguard. At least she was free of him now. Her widow’s weeds were a reminder of that.

      “Just because I am here on official investigative business doesn’t mean you have to be so formal with me. Really, Weston, we have known each other for a score of years or more.”

      Formality had always helped keep feelings at bay. He would be damned. “To what do I owe this visit, Philippa?”

      “That’s better. I came as soon as Aunt Imogene was settled.” Philippa opened her black reticule, looking for something as she continued to speak. “The journey up from London was quite exhausting for her. But she informed me that, at her age, life in general is exhausting.”

      Weston could not possibly guess what was so dire that she would feel the need to travel here from London and not just send word. “You must be tired as well after the journey. Shall I ring for tea?”

      Philippa looked at him, her crystal blue eyes holding a sadness that broke his heart. “No, thank you. I want to… that is…” She worried her bottom lip as she pulled two letters from her reticule and handed them to him. “I guess I should start with these. Father asked that I deliver them to you.”

      He scanned the contents of the first letter, which was from Philippa’s father, asking him to investigate the second letter. Unfolding it, he carefully read the demand for payment. After the death of his son-in-law six months previous, Lord Germayne had asked Weston to make enquiries into all of Alfred Keates’ finances and activities. It had taken several months, and Weston had believed that he had uncovered all of Mr. Keates’ unsavory dealings and cancelled his debts, but alas, apparently there were still some outstanding.

      “I will write to your father and tell him that I will look into the matter.”

      He was about to excuse himself so that he could return to dealing with his unreasonable relation when Philippa spoke up. “There’s more.”

      What more could there be? The blackguard Keates had accumulated more than five thousand pounds worth of debt in the two years he and Philippa had been married. That was in addition to squandering her substantial dowry.

      Philippa looked about the room. The seconds drew out, then when she finally spoke, her words were delivered in a hushed tone as if trying to keep the walls from hearing. “A Mrs. Keates visited me while I was in London.”

      Weston attempted to add shock to his voice without giving anything away. “Your late husband’s mother visited you?”

      “No, not his mother, but a woman claiming to be Alfred’s wife.”

      Weston did not want to raise suspicion, and instead tried to brush the matter off. “Surely you must be mistaken.” He should have come up with a better excuse. It sounded weak even to his ears, but he hadn’t expected the woman to search Philippa out.

      Philippa shook her head. “I am not. She said she is Mrs. Keates and handed me this.” She pulled another letter from her reticule, then handed it to Weston.

      Damn. This was similar in style to the information that Lord Germayne had forwarded to him. How much debt could one man amass? And why would Lord Germayne receive a demand for payment, only for Mrs. Keates to arrive and present Philippa with the same demand? Something didn’t seem quite right. Extortion? Weston had interviewed this other Mrs. Keates on numerous occasions, and she did not seem the type capable of such tactics. Was someone coercing her into such actions?

      “Let’s start from the beginning.” Reading the note again, he questioned, “What makes you believe that this woman is telling the truth?”

      “I don’t believe that she is telling the truth.”

      He glanced up and met Philippa’s eyes. “If you did not believe it, you wouldn’t be here.”

      She stood abruptly and began to pace. “Alright. I have my doubts. Not because of her, but because… None of this makes any sense. Why would he have lied to me?”

      Weston could hear the restraint in her voice. He detested that she still had feelings for Keates. Before he could stop himself, the words spewed from his mouth. “That blackguard does not deserve your compassion.”

      “Don’t call him that. He was not a criminal. He said…” She turned her back on him, her voice trailing away. Strolling to the side table, she picked a small rose from the vase. “I have to know,” she said as plucked the petals from the innocent flower. Her head whipped around. “Don’t you understand? I have to know.” Except for her flushed cheeks, her features were calm, emotionless, although her eyes told a different story.

      Guilt was a powerful poison to swallow. Weston went to her. “I am sorry. I should not have said those words, regardless of my feelings.”

      She gazed at him with visible hurt and anger. He remembered that look. He had hurt her once before, but at that particular moment, he’d believed it was for her own good. If only he could turn back time.

      “Why do you detest him?”

      It was an innocent enough question, but the answer was far too complicated and far from innocent. He did not want to be the one to disillusion her with tales about her dead husband. He wanted to protect her.

      “I don’t know what I am saying. Clearly, I didn’t know him.” That much was true. Keep to the situation and the facts. “What do you want me to do?”

      She threw the mangled flower onto the table. “I want you to investigate this woman.”

      He would investigate her, and the letters, but he would not reveal the awful truth. He was certain that it would only bring Philippa more heartache, which was the last thing he wanted to do.

      “Why not just let it go and begin to think about your future? You will be out of mourning in half a year. You are young and beautiful, and…” He stopped his sentence before he revealed too much of his own feelings.

      Philippa’s eyes met his. Those glorious blue eyes could melt any man’s heart, and have him begging on his hands and knees. He cleared his throat and mentally shook those thoughts from his head. Philippa was not and never would be his, but at the very least, he could protect her from the truth.

      Instead of focusing on her elegant form, which had begun pacing the length of the room once more, he turned his attention to the letter that she’d received. He was looking for some clue. The whole situation just didn’t make sense. Keeping his gaze on the note in his hand, he began to ask his standard list of questions.

      “When did Mrs. …” He could sense Philippa eyeing him with contempt. He was treading on unsteady ground. “…this woman visit you?”

      “Yesterday afternoon, when Mother and Father were out.” Philippa stopped in front of the fire, the light creating an aura around her. She turned to face him and scolded, “And before you ask, no, I did not tell my father. Since Aunt Imogene and I already had plans to travel to Hillhurst, I thought it best to bring the information directly to you.”

      This was going to be more difficult than Weston had imagined. “All right, so you did not tell your father. What did this woman look like?”

      “She was shorter than me by a couple of inches and rather plump. Her clothes were not stylish, but presentable. Her hair was dark brown.” She gazed past him as if trying to recall every minute detail. “She had hazel eyes and dimples.”

      Damn, it was the other Mrs. Keates. But they had an agreement. Why would she have ventured to London to see Philippa? He needed to proceed with caution.

      After Keates’ death, Weston and Lord Germayne had ensured that all unfavorable business was dealt with without Philippa’s knowledge. Weston had even managed to keep the worst of it from Lord Germayne. He cared too much for Philippa to allow her, or her family, to endure the pain and gossip that would certainly follow if the ton learned the entire truth. The Germayne family had already endured enough scandal in recent years to last several lifetimes.

      Weston could feel Philippa’s eyes on him. She watched with interest as he reread the letter. How could he ease her conscience without revealing all that he knew? Perhaps he could protect her, help her discover some of the information she desired, and keep his secret.

      Before he could weave a convincing half-truth, she spoke up in a quivering tone, her fingers worrying the handle of her reticule. “Please say you will help me. Ever since he died, and I learned he was a gambler, I have asked myself constantly how could I have not known? What else did he keep from me? Please, Weston, I have to know. I need to know.” She turned away from him. The next words that she spoke were his undoing. “I feel like I am withering inside.”

      

      Philippa stood silently for countless seconds. She did not think she had ever waited so long for someone to speak to her.

      Please say you will help me, she chanted over and over in her head. Please.

      Doubt crept up, settling heavily in her stomach. The last two years had taken its toll on her. She wanted to be free. She wanted to be herself. She had to know what kind of monster she had been married to.

      The visit from the woman claiming to be Mrs. Alfred Keates had disturbed her far more than she was willing to admit. Ever since her husband’s death six months previous, she’d experienced an array of emotions. It wasn’t until she’d overheard a conversation between her father and Weston two months after Alfred’s passing that she had confronted them both and learned the truth of Alfred’s nefarious activities. Although she suspected that much more was being hidden from her.

      With each passing month, the feelings of sorrow and longing that had consumed her in the beginning had given way to anger, hatred, and disappointment—all of which she’d kept to herself. Her only regret regarding the untimely death of her husband was that she had not been able to conceive, and her dream of motherhood would go unfulfilled.

      Now, with this latest development, she had decided to handle the situation herself. She wanted answers, not to be brushed out of the room because she was a delicate female who needed protection. She loved her father dearly, but she was tired of being treated like a child.

      She knew she could trust Weston. Through every wild escapade gone awry, every innocent action that turned to gossip, and every decision made without thought for consequence, there were two people in the world to whom she could turn to—Weston and her sister, Artemisia—although for this, she could not unburden herself to the latter.

      She walked back to the brown leather chair and sat on the seat’s edge, waiting, holding her breath in hopeful anticipation. She just wanted to know, and then perhaps she could move on and accept life as a childless widow.

      Weston looked over at her, and for one brief moment, she thought he would refuse her. He exhaled a long, slow breath. “I will help you, but on my terms.”

      Clasping her hands together, Philippa said, “Thank you.” The breath that she had been holding eased out. Her body relaxed. She did not know what his terms were, and she did not care. She would attain all her answers, as learning about Alfred’s gambling was only part of what she wanted from Weston.

      “I have another investigation that I must report on, and then I will look into this matter.”

      “Thank you…”

      Weston put up a hand. “Before you go thanking me, you need to listen.”

      Philippa sat silently, her lips clamped shut. She folded her hands in her lap to keep them from trembling.

      “I will not have you getting involved. I will see to this matter and then I will come to you.”

      Philippa nodded. She assumed this must be how he conducted his investigations, calm and collected and always in charge.

      “Will you be staying at Hillhurst?”

      “Yes.”

      “I am sure you have nothing to concern yourself over. Your father and I…”

      Philippa grunted. “I wish everyone would realize that I can deal with more than they think. Everyone is constantly trying to… Never mind.” She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath, then squeezed her hands tighter, trying to control the anger. “I will wait to hear from you.”

      Weston stared at her with suspicion. She shifted in her seat. So, this is what it feels like to be interrogated. Thoughts of running from the room back to the sanctity of Hillhurst flashed through her mind. She wished he would stop staring at her. It was most discomposing.

      He pulled his gaze away, and hurried over to an elegant side table. Pulling the stopper from the bottle, he began to pour brandy. Was he as discomposed as she felt?

      “Would you like one?”

      Philippa shook her head. She needed to keep her wits about her.

      Clearing his throat, he spoke over his shoulder. “I am curious about something you said earlier. When the woman introduced herself as Mrs. Keates, how did she address you?”

      That was the part that had enraged her the most. This was why she had to discover the truth. She knew that if she could find the answers to her questions, then hopefully some semblance of a normal life could resume, although she had her doubts about that. She had created far too much gossip over the years, but she at least could hope for a quiet, peaceful life in the country, far from the ton’s wagging tongues.

      “She thought…” She couldn’t even say the word. Lowering her voice to a mere whisper, she began again, “She thought I was…”

      Weston sat in a side chair across from her, then leaned in. “Was…?” He drew the word out, prompting her to continue.

      “His mistress.”

      Weston was squinting at her. From the confused expression on his face, Philippa assumed he had not heard her. She was so upset by the thought that she’d been labeled a mistress she wanted to scream.

      Weston leaned back in his chair. “I see.” Clearly, he did not comprehend what she was saying.

      “The woman thought that I was Alfred’s mistress. Why are you not upset? I might be a little impulsive at times.” That statement earned her a quizzical look. “All right, sometimes I can be more than a little impulsive, but I am a lady, and I would never dream of cuckolding a man, regardless of how unha…”

      Weston’s gaze snapped to hers.

      Too much. Do not reveal too much.

      The last thing she wanted to discuss was her marriage. Quickly changing the subject, she said the first thing that came to her mind. “How is Miss Albryght?”

      “My sister is as stubborn as always.” Weston ran his fingers through his brown hair, settling his hand behind his neck, and Philippa sensed that he could have said more on the subject. “Speaking of sisters, I was surprised to learn that you have not visited Artemisia.”

      “How do you know that I haven’t been to Kettleworth?”

      Had he been spying on her? She would not put it past her father to hire their family friend to follow her. Since Alfred’s passing, everyone had been watching her like a hawk. It was quite smothering. That was one reason why she had decided to stay with Aunt Imogene, with only the occasional trip to London. At least with her aunt, she was somewhat free.

      “Artemisia mentioned that you have not been to Kettleworth in recent months, that’s all. I was curious as to why you hadn’t?”

      The unspoken question hung in the air between them. He watched for her response, but she would not give him, or anyone else, the satisfaction of knowing her fears or regrets.

      She swallowed hard. “She is preoccupied with her infant.” Not willing to elaborate further, she decided it was time to take her leave. She stood, clutching her reticule, and said, “Thank you for your assistance with the matter of that woman.” She was finished with being interrogated. “I’d best be on my way.”
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      The carriage ride back to Hillhurst seemed to take longer than the journey she had embarked on just that morning with her great-aunt from London. The world around her seemed to move too slowly. She felt like she had been in mourning for years instead of just six months. Perhaps it was because she had been. It was a sobering thought. Her marriage had not been perfect, but Alfred had always said he loved her. Her head fell back onto the cushioned headrest.

      It had all been a lie.

      The truth was, she had not really known her husband when she’d agreed to run off with him. True, she had known of him for years, that he was the son of the head stableman at her family’s London residence, but she had not known Alfred.

      She had been suffering from a broken heart, and he had said everything she had wanted—or thought she’d wanted—to hear. His good looks, constant flattery, and charismatic personality were no match for common sense. Not that she’d ever displayed much of that over the years. Her greatest fault was not thinking before she rushed head first into trouble.

      The carriage came to a halt, bringing her back to the oppressive present. Looking at the redbrick façade of her aunt’s home, she saw a beacon of light calling her home. Ever since Alfred died, she’d spent the majority of her time with Great Aunt Imogene. It was the quiet country existence she had dreamed about, except without the loneliness.

      “Your aunt has asked me to inform you that she is awaiting your arrival in the green parlor,” the footman said. “Afternoon tea will be at the usual time.”

      Aunt Imogene was quite particular about her afternoon ritual. Regardless of where she was, tea was always served at four o’clock. On the chime.

      Philippa had not realized how much of the day had escaped her. Her visit to Knights Hall had taken longer than she had expected, and she still did not have any answers. Not that she expected much after one visit, but she could not shake the feeling that Weston was keeping something from her. It was plausible, after all. Weston was the one who’d investigated Alfred’s death and subsequent gambling activities.

      “Thank you, Danvers. I will go to her straight away.”

      She hurried toward the green parlor, trying to keep thoughts of Weston at bay. It would do her no good to fester over a feeling. She would wait for his report.

      The double doors were open, allowing sunlight to filter into the otherwise dim passageway. Shades of green reflected on the white marble floor. Unlike her Aunt Lou, Great Aunt Imogene named her rooms by the color of their décor, not by a color they weren’t.

      When she entered the comfortable parlor, Silvanus—Aunt Imogene’s overly large and affectionate dog—practically knocked her down in his excitement.

      “I think he missed you,” her aunt said on a laugh.

      Philippa rubbed behind Silvanus’ ear. “I missed him, too.”

      She settled into the seat beside her aunt. It was good to be back at Hillhurst. This was her favorite room in the entire house. It truly was wonderful, with tall, wide windows that overlooked the hedge maze. Fresh hothouse roses graced every horizontal surface and their fragrance filled every corner.

      “Where have you been this afternoon, dearie?” Aunt Imogene inquired as she handed Silvanus a biscuit. The older lady’s voice quavered, not from emotion but age, yet it was still one of the sweetest Philippa had ever heard.

      “Father asked me to deliver a letter to Mr. Weston.”

      “What is my nephew having investigated this time?”

      It was no secret within the family that her father had employed Weston several times in the past couple of years to investigate various matters. It always seemed to come back to some trouble that Philippa had caused, starting with her scandalous elopement. She shook her head inwardly. When would she ever learn?

      Not wanting to discuss Alfred’s nefarious activities, she brushed off the question. “Oh, just this and that.” Trying to change the subject, she inquired after the ornately decorated box that she had never seen before, sitting beside the teapot on the table. “That’s an interesting design on the lid.”

      “It just arrived. Lady Sutton sent it to me. She remembered that I have always wanted a chinoiserie writing box, and while traveling with Lord Sutton on the Continent, she found this one.” Aunt Imogene waved a hand at her. “Come, take a look.”

      Philippa lifted the ornate lid and set it aside, exposing an inner leather-covered surface for writing upon. Gently grasping a small, worn brass knob, she pulled a side drawer out. “Oh look, there is a note.” Taking the folded paper from the drawer, she handed it to her aunt. “What adventures has Lady Sutton partaken in?”

      Aunt Imogene unfolded the letter. The intense blush on her cheeks told Philippa the missive was not from Lady Sutton. “Oh, my.” Her aunt picked her fan up from the table and began fervently waving it.

      Philippa took the note from her aunt and read it. “It’s a love letter,” she whispered out. A quite detailed love letter from… She sucked in her breath. The box. Her world began to spin. She had completely forgotten about the box!

      “I see you are having the same reaction. This simply isn’t proper for… well, for any respectable woman’s eyes.”

      Swallowing hard, Philippa forced the words from her mouth. “Yes… I think…”

      “Are you feeling unwell, dearie?”

      “I’m just a little tired after the journey, and then with the visit to Weston.”

      “It has been a long day. Why don’t you retire? You will feel better after a good night’s rest. I’ll have a tray sent to your room.”

      Although it was really too early to retire for the evening, she was thankful for the excuse to retreat. She only hoped the box was still there after all these months.

      “Thank you, Aunt Imogene.” She managed to force a smile. “I’m sure I will feel better tomorrow.”

      Taking leave of her aunt, she went straight to her room, with a curious Silvanus trailing behind her. Although Silvanus was her aunt’s dog, whenever Philippa was in residence, he was never far from her side. Philippa enjoyed his company. He didn’t lecture or judge, just brought her comfort.

      Outside her room, she nearly bumped into her lady’s maid, Tacy, who was carrying a large, empty vase.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Philippa said as she reached for the vase that was slipping out of the maid’s hands. Two sets of hands kept it from crashing to the floor. “I guess I am preoccupied.”

      Tacy smiled but kept silent. The maid was used to Philippa’s preoccupation and flights of fancy. “Will you dress for dinner at the usual time?” she enquired.

      “Actually, Silvanus and I are going to retire early. No need to have a tray sent up. I do not wish to be disturbed.”

      “Very well, Mrs. Keates.”

      “Thank you, Tacy.”

      Philippa entered her room and closed the door behind Silvanus. The dog went to the rug in front of the fireplace, circled twice, and then curled himself into a ball. “Predictable dog,” she giggled.

      She then went straight to the large four-post bed. Pulling up the lilac skirting, she peered into the darkness beneath. “Where is it? It has to still be here.” She felt around, sliding her hand under the bed until it brushed a box. “Almost have it,” she huffed out, struggling to edge the box closer to where she could grab it. Her nose tickled from the dust she disturbed. She managed to slide it closer, and then, with both hands, pulled it out.

      Sitting back on her haunches, she wiped the lid to reveal the words “Alfred Keates” etched into the wood. After Alfred’s death, her mother had taken charge and had their modest cottage closed up, sending the more personal items here, where Philippa was mourning. The engraved box had been amongst those belongings, but it had seemed too painful a task to look at its contents. Six months later, and much had changed. Philippa had realized that the man she’d thought she’d married had never really existed. Every ounce of joy she had felt in those early months of marriage had been replaced with antipathy.

      Lifting the box’s sturdy lid, she set it aside. With nervous hands, she began to rummage through its contents. She did not know for what she was looking, but there had to be something here that would either ease her mind or confirm her suspicions.

      “Nothing.”

      Frustrated, she lifted the box and turned it upside down, releasing all the contents from their wooden tomb. Packets of letters that she had sent him when they were apart spread across the floor, also scraps of ribbon that she recognized from their early days of courtship, and invoices. She spread the papers out, briefly inspecting each. She had just about given up hope when one missive caught her attention.

      She did not recognize the writing, but the neat flowery script looked to be that of a woman.

      Her stomach sank. The pounding of her heart increased with each breath she took. She opened the correspondence. It was dated eight months past.

      My dearest Alfie,

      I can hardly await your return. My body yearns for your touch. My lips tingle in anticipation of our next meeting. It has been too long, and I am anxious to share my news. Please hurry, my love.

      Eternally yours,

      Sarah

      Philippa struggled to her feet, anger, disgust, and anxiety knotting her insides. Her fear was confirmed. Alfred had been unfaithful. She wanted answers, and she knew exactly where to go to get them.
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      Damn, could this evening get any worse? First the argument with his sister, then the surprise visit from Philippa, and now this. Crumpling the letter into a tight ball, Weston leaned back in his leather chair and closed his eyes. Lord Botte would just have to be patient for another day.

      The sound of rain lightly tapping against the windowpane soothed his aching head. It reminded him of his mother. She had always loved the spring rain.

      Rap… rap… rap.

      Shooting up in his chair, he glanced into the darkness beyond the open doorway. Silence. He must be hearing…

      Rap… rap… rap.

      Who in the bloody hell would be calling on such a dreary evening?

      Rubbing his tired eyes, he stood and stretched. He hoped it was just the wind, but instinct told him it was not. Nothing currently in his life was as simple as that. Grabbing the polished candlestick, he walked from the warm sanctity of his study toward the front hall.

      The pounding on the door was getting more persistent, vibrating through the otherwise quiet house.

      He hoped it wasn’t Lord Botte. He wouldn’t be surprised if it were—the man had an uncanny knack for saying one thing and then doing another. Rather than let Weston conduct his investigation as he saw fit, Botte was constantly underfoot. No matter how much proof Weston had presented of his young bride’s infidelities, Botte wanted more. Sadly, his lordship could not accept the fact that his wife was cuckolding him.

      Weston would deliver his report and then would not put any further time into the matter. He had wrapped up that case. In fact, he hoped it would be his last.

      Rap… rap… rap.

      Milton had reached the door at the same time. He shook his head at the butler. “I will handle this, Milton.” If it was Lord Botte, he did not want any of the staff to deal with the belligerent man.

      “As you wish, sir.” Milton walked into the shadows, shaking his head all the while. Weston did not stand on protocol in his own home. If he wanted to answer the door, he would.
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