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      Daring masquerades, with love as the prize

      

      In these tales of Regency intrigue, nothing is as it seems: A street wench masquerades as a debutante to fulfill a rake’s wager; an actress pretends to be a vengeful lord’s mistress to catch a killer. A noble war hero disguises himself as a much older man to woo an on-the-shelf spinster. An independent widow forces her disapproving business partner to pretend to be her fiancé — and teach her about passion.

      All are daring masquerades, with love as the prize.
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        London, 1801

      

      

      The pistol pointed straight at Justin’s heart. He knew it was loaded, for he had watched his father prepare the weapon using bullets, measure, mallet, and powder flask from the polished mahogany case.

      His father’s hands shook, as they always did, from too much drink. His piercing blue gaze met Justin’s over the barrel of the gun.

      “Death is a rather permanent state, boy,” he drawled, anger etching the lines on his face into deep crevices. “Are you certain you do not wish to retract those words?”

      Justin stared mutely at the man who had given him life, the man whose blotched and puffy face made him unrecognizable as the father who years ago had bought him his first pony, taught him to swim, and showed him how to shoot before he could scarcely hold a weapon’s weight.

      That man was nowhere in evidence. Instead, this ugly stranger stood in his place, smiling a dangerous smile and pointing a trembling pistol at his son’s heart.

      Like wildly firing cannons, Justin’s pulse thundered in his ears. He could not manage even an inarticulate grunt in response to his father’s question. Yet moments ago the words had spewed from him in an accusing rush of sound and rage spawned by the image of his mother’s bruised face. He had meant to force his father to see the damage he had wrought, to change his ways. But he had gone too far, said too much, and accomplished nothing. He was only a youth, without the skill and strength of a man, even a man such as his father.

      Words were the only weapons he had. And they had failed, because they were only words.

      “Pity. You have lost your tongue.” His father yawned, but kept the pistol leveled at him. “’Tis just as well. I have no desire to listen to more of your drivel.” He gave Justin a penetrating look. “Be careful before you set yourself up as judge and jury, boy. You may not be in possession of all of the facts.”

      “I did not mean —” But Justin’s voice cracked, and he broke off in mortification. His father laughed scornfully.

      “You are no more than a mewling babe, hardly fit to criticize your elders. That scullery maid I sent you has obviously had no success in helping you find your manhood.”

      Justin flushed, remembering the awkward exercise he had endured with the smirking maid. He could not imagine his parents engaging in such activity, but he knew they did, for his mother was several months gone with child. He wondered about the mistresses whose existence his father never troubled to hide. Did they enjoy such sport? His mother surely did not. He had heard her cries in the night, cries of anguish and pain.

      Fury filled him, a man’s fury in a boy’s body. Smoke darkened his grey eyes as a rush of courage propelled him a step forward.

      “I demand satisfaction,” he said in a voice that was not quite steady. “On my mother’s behalf.”

      Red-streaked eyes blinked at him. A crude laugh of disbelief echoed around the room. “You!” His father gaped. “You would challenge Oscar Trent — nigh the best shot in England — to a duel! How old are you, boy?”

      “Nearly fourteen, sir.”

      “Fourteen! That is rich!” The pistol shook wildly as his father nearly doubled up in mirth.

      “I can shoot, sir,” Justin replied with as much dignity as he could muster. “And I am prepared to die.”

      A fist crashed upon the desk, sending Justin’s heart to his throat. “First you consign me to the devil,” his father roared, “then you decide to send me there yourself! Perhaps your mother did not birth such a milksop puppy after all — only an idiot.” His father lurched toward him, nearly losing his balance.

      “Very well, lad,” he said, a wild gleam in his eye. “I will accept your challenge. My choice of weapons, of course.”

      A deck of cards suddenly appeared on the desk. A grin, cunning as it was grotesque, distorted his father’s features.

      Justin waited.

      “Low card loses,” his father said softly.

      Justin looked from the man to the cards. “I do not understand the stakes.”

      “’Tis a simple duel. Whoever draws high is the victor. The owner of the low card will be deemed to have cocked up his toes.” His father waved a hand dismissively. “All in pretense, of course, else the hounds of hell will be on my heels. But you and I will know the truth, will we not?” His malevolent smile sent a shiver down Justin’s spine.

      Now he understood. It was a game, but not a game. Justin nodded slowly, agreeing to the stakes. “Shuffle the cards thoroughly, if you please, sir.”

      His father’s gaze narrowed. “Perhaps I did not raise such a fool, after all.” He set the pistol down to take up the cards. Justin breathed a sigh of relief, though he knew that the danger remained. He watched closely as his father shuffled clumsily. The cards were probably marked, although there were no obvious signs.

      “Go on, boy.” His father tapped the deck. “Choose.”

      Carefully, Justin took a card from the middle. He put it facedown, covering the back with his palm so his father could not see the markings, if they were there. When he looked up, he read the anger in his father’s eyes.

      Without a word, his father pulled a card from the top of the deck. He turned it over. It was the king of spades. He grinned.

      “Your turn, boy.” The scent of victory gave his voice a hoarse, breathy sound.

      Justin removed his palm. His father’s gaze went to the back of the card. A flicker in those bloodshot eyes gave Justin pause. Slowly, he turned over his card.

      Ace of spades.

      Father and son stared at each other.

      “Alas, I am dead.” His father’s lips curled contemptuously around the blunt words. “I shall find a comfortable grave and watch the lot of you make fools of yourselves for all eternity. My troubles are over. Yours have just begun, however.”

      “Sir?” Justin willed his voice to calm.

      Idly, his father ran a finger over the barrel of the pistol. “Did you think you would escape unscathed, boy?” he asked softly. “That is not how it works.”

      Justin’s blood ran cold at the venom in his father’s voice. “I do not understand.”

      “Surely you know that it is a son’s duty to exact revenge for his father’s murder?” A strange, glittering look inhabited his father’s gaze. “I am dead. By your hand, in a duel. I am afraid that means you must now die. An eye for an eye, you know.”

      As the boy watched in horror, his father pushed the pistol toward him. ‘Take it,” he commanded, placing the gun in Justin’s hand and curving his son’s finger around the trigger. His fleshy lips curled in a knowing smile as he maneuvered the weapon so that it pointed at Justin’s head.

      “Go ahead, son,” he said in a silky purr. “See that justice is done.” His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “It is your duty. Pull the trigger.”
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        Chester, April 1816

      

      

      “Very well, Harry. I shall be your bride,” Sarah Armistead said in an exasperated voice, “but this is the last time.”

      Harry shot her a relieved smile. “You’ve got bottom, Sarah, I will give you that.”

      She eyed him sharply. Harry’s colorful cant was not one of his endearing traits. “I promise you, Harry. I will not do it again.”

      “With a bit of my luck and your skill, there should be no need to. Do you think you could manage to be increasing? ’Twould seal the deal.” He grinned.

      Green eyes flashed him a look that instantly removed the smile from his face. “That is too much, even from you, Harry,” Sarah admonished as a flush swept her features. “I daresay my performances are not that good.”

      Harry had the grace to look properly chastened. “Ought not to have said that. I forget my manners around you.”

      “One must possess manners to forget them.” Sarah gifted him with the stern gaze she had perfected over many months of delivering setdowns to members of the masculine gender. Men often made unflattering assumptions about her character, but that did not mean she would tolerate such careless disregard of her sensibilities. “Any more remarks like that and you can very well go begging to your Aunt Agatha alone.”

      “She will probably leave everything to Justin anyway,” Harry grumbled, “even though he will never wed. No respectable woman would have him.”

      “Oh?” Sarah flounced into the chair at her dressing table, angry at herself for accepting Harry’s offer, angry at the circumstances that had forced her to do it. “Pray, what is your cousin’s problem, Harry? Two heads? A weakness for Blue Ruin? An unquenchable thirst for the muslin set?”

      “Not two heads. His one is more than a match for most men.” Harry eyed her cautiously, wary of her mood. “The last, perhaps.”

      “Do you mean to say that your cousin is a rake?” Sarah pretended shock. “Never say I am marrying into a notorious family, Harry!”

      Harry’s chin lifted mulishly. “I suppose every family has a scandal or two. My father was a paragon of virtue, not that it brought him anything. The money and title went to Oscar.”

      “Oscar?” Sarah asked.

      “Justin’s father — my father’s older brother. Anyway, I have kept my branch of the tree spotless, you may be assured.”

      “Oh, yes,” Sarah retorted. “Paying an actress to pretend to be your bride is most aboveboard. I am surprised more young men have not thought of it.”

      “Justin has a reputation,” Harry conceded, ignoring the barb. “Comes by it naturally. His father was infamous in his day. Aunt Agatha was cross as crabs after Justin’s duel with Greywood. She fears his scapegrace ways will result in the title being passed on to me prematurely.”

      Harry blew a ponderous breath, like a man with many burdens. “She hounded me for months to wed and start my nursery. She had no children of her own — Claremont cocked up his toes years ago, with nary a male relative in sight, so it all went to her. Says she’ll settle her estate on our branch of the family. But she wants legitimate Trents, not the bastards Justin is rumored to have spread about the country.”

      At Sarah’s glare, he managed an apologetic smile. “I ought not speak so baldly, should I? Even an actress has standards.”

      That last comment did nothing for Sarah’s black mood as she studied the array of powders before her. It was time to get ready, even though there was not one chance in a hundred that she would get to play Ophelia tonight. Rose McIntosh was exceedingly healthy. An understudy could grow positively ancient waiting for Rose to succumb to so much as a headache.

      Sarah could hardly blame Harry for his crude speech and his indelicate assumptions about her character. In a profession where women were viewed as no better than they had to be, upholding her reputation was a Sisyphean task. Her poor parents, were they still alive, would have been scandalized to know that she performed on stage for faceless strangers. They had enjoyed the little plays she had put on in the privacy of their home; for them, however, her talent was not for public consumption.

      But they had been dead for five years — a carriage accident had claimed them both — and her father’s last desperate business investment had removed any possibility of an inheritance. When William was younger, she had scraped by. But now that he was away at school....

      Sarah sighed heavily. Acting provided a decent living if one were fortunate to get steady circuit work and could tolerate being considered a loose woman. The best money was to be made on the side, however, and most actresses had few scruples where those side activities were concerned. Sarah had long since gotten used to the leering Lotharios who haunted the theater seeking actresses eager to feather their nests in exchange for performances of an entirely different sort.

      Sometimes it was hard to hold her head up as she walked past them through the playhouse doors. She was a respectable woman, even if no one else knew it. Her mother had taught her that virtue was its own reward. If only the reward were not so... intangible.

      William would be mortified if he knew the truth — that his sister was not the sedate lady’s companion he believed her to be but a member of one of the most disreputable professions in England. But her brother was tucked safely away at Eton, where a baron’s son belonged and where she meant to keep him. He would get the education he deserved, if she had to do every menial job in the theater, including scrubbing floors.

      That did not include joining the muslin set herself, however. God had indeed given her a talent, and while she plied it in a forum her parents would not have sanctioned, she would never hire her body out for satisfaction of a man’s carnal appetites. For all the worldliness surrounding her, Sarah had only a vague notion of what those appetites involved; she only knew that she was determined to retain her honor.

      Though it was not, perhaps, the simplest of tasks. She had recently discovered there were varying degrees of honor. This was the second time, for example, that Harry Trent had employed her to play the role of his wife for his Aunt Agatha who, with one foot in the grave, was determined that her wayward nephews would marry and produce heirs upon whom she could bestow her fortune. On the first occasion, Harry had driven her to his aunt’s estate for tea, and Sarah had played the demure, deferential bride with great skill.

      Harry had assured her that the charade was harmless, that Aunt Agatha’s wits were dulled, and that Sarah was only helping to brighten the dear lady’s remaining time in this life. Sarah’s conscience had pricked her mightily, however, when the woman’s eyes lit up upon being presented with Harry’s “bride.” And there was a keen spark in the lady’s eyes, which made Sarah deeply suspicious of Harry’s account of the situation. After that, Sarah vowed to restrict her roles to more benign ones, such as the recent job she had taken reading Shakespeare to an earl’s sickly wife.

      But the earl and his wife had since removed to Bath. Then William had written to say that his funds had run out. Another letter had come from the headmaster saying that William was showing great promise in his studies. Thanks to Rose McIntosh’s superb health and the dearth of women’s roles in “Hamlet,” one of Mr. Stinson’s favorite plays, Sarah did not have money to send her brother. Mr. Stinson was extremely stingy when it came to paying understudies for a role they were never likely to perform.

      Harry’s offer of a substantial sum for one last performance as his bride was a godsend. He did not have the ready at the moment but had promised to pay her upon receipt of his quarter allowance next month.

      Aunt Agatha’s house party was next week, however, so her performance would be tendered on faith. Sarah eyed Harry dubiously.

      “I intend this to be the last time. Have you thought about how you will explain my absence from future family events?”

      Harry waved a dismissive hand. “I will say you died in childbirth, or some such. She will never know the truth. Aunt Agatha is practically a recluse. She rarely leaves that musty country estate. Telling her you have gone to your final reward will buy me a proper period of mourning. She would not dare pester me to remarry for at least a year — perhaps two, if I am especially heartbroken.”

      Sarah shook her head. Harry was willing to go to absurd lengths to avoid the parson’s noose. “Has it ever occurred to you simply to look for a real wife? That would solve your problem.”

      “Why would I want a wife? Women are pleasant enough to look at, and some have delightful, er, talents. But a wife is plaguesome. Why, George Ferguson’s bride spent a fortune last year on a wardrobe that she promptly declared to be out of fashion this Season. Who would want to settle down with one woman, when he can have a different one every night? If you will pardon my frankness.”

      “I will pardon almost anything, Harry,” Sarah said evenly, “providing you pay me on time.”

      “Do not worry. My allowance is due in three weeks. And now that Aunt Agatha believes me to be married, I think I can persuade her to increase the sum.” He winked. “Especially if it seems we are starting a nursery.”

      Three weeks. With luck, William could scrape by until then. He was nearly living on charity as it was. Sarah sighed and began to apply Venetian talc to her skin as Harry watched in fascination. She supposed that a proper lady would not have allowed Harry access to her dressing room, but as her dressing area was simply an open alcove off the theater’s back hall, the fact of his presence there seemed merely incidental and perfectly acceptable. After all, dozens of people rushed by nightly. A little screen behind which to change was all she had, and that she shared with several other actresses. There was no privacy in the theater.

      In the mirror she could see Harry watching as the profusion of freckles on her nose slowly disappeared and the genteel baron’s daughter vanished before his eyes. Sarah had learned the artifices of her profession well. She thoroughly enjoyed disappearing into a role; it was one of the pleasures of acting. Pretense took the edge off the harsh realities of life. On stage, she became someone else — a woman with passions that bubbled over without a care for society’s strictures, a grand lady with a comfortable life and servants to command, a princess awaiting rescue from a love-struck knight.

      Real life was not like that. It was about changing one’s clothes behind a dingy screen and hoping for a modicum of privacy, trying desperately to scrape together the funds to keep William at school, sharing a bed with another actress in a cramped room in a bawdy boarding house. And it was about holding one’s head up high, no matter what people thought. It was important not to feel the humiliation. For then, all was lost.

      When at last Sarah turned to face Harry, her skin was ghostly white and her pale lashes had been darkened with a preparation of elderberries. Carefully, she tucked her thick auburn hair under a blond wig. Her green eyes, the only remaining genuine feature, gleamed with unnatural brightness.

      “Good God, Sarah,” Harry exclaimed. “You look very unlike yourself. In fact, you look rather...”

      “Ill? Mad, perhaps?” She gave him one of her best eerie smiles. “‘They say the owl was a baker’s daughter.’” She rolled her eyes heavenward. “‘Lord, we know what we are, but know not what we may be.’”

      At his baffled look, she laughed. It was far from a carefree expression of mirth, however, and her eyes remained curiously impassive. “’Tis not me before you, but Ophelia,” Sarah explained. At his blank expression, she added: “You do know that she was quite mad?”

      He frowned.

      Sarah sighed. “Do not worry, Harry. For your Aunt Agatha, I shall once more be your demure, devoted bride. Exceedingly healthy and perfectly sane.”

      He nodded uncertainly.
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        * * *

      

      Justin, Viscount Linton, stepped down from his claret- trimmed carriage with the easy grace of one of his finest Arabians. His keen grey eyes narrowed, hawk-like, as he took in the number of carriages waiting in the drive. It was as he suspected. Aunt Agatha was entertaining guests. Predominantly female, if he did not miss his guess.

      These duty calls were damned inconvenient, especially now, as he had more pressing concerns in town. But he supposed he could spare a week in the country for his elderly aunt, the only woman who had never bored him. He was between mistresses, which perhaps accounted for the edgy restlessness that plagued him recently. Aunt Agatha had undoubtedly sensed that fact, as very little escaped her attention. She had begun campaigning again. The house party was ample proof of that. The woman never gave up hope of transforming her debauched nephew into a paragon of respectability.

      The party would undoubtedly include an array of eligible young ladies with their wary mothers. Justin scowled. Debutantes bored him. Their mothers, on the other hand, occasionally could be most interesting.

      Stifling a yawn, he ascended the steps to his aunt’s ancient mansion. Married women offered benefits that inexperienced debutantes did not. Once you got past the cat-and-mouse game they were obliged to play, the wives of other men could be most rapacious in their appetites. No one knew that better than a man of his repute.

      “Hello, Sidney.” Justin clapped his aunt’s aging butler on the back with the familiarity of long acquaintance.

      The butler allowed himself a slight smile and opened his mouth to return the greeting. But just then, Justin gave a mild exclamation.

      “What is this?” he demanded, lightly touching the butler’s ear and appearing to pull something from it. “Tsk, tsk,” he said, shaking his head. “You ought to be more careful about your toilette, man.”

      As he beheld the queen of hearts dangling between Justin’s fingers, the butler emitted a long-suffering sigh. “It is always a pleasure to see you, my lord.”

      Justin’s laughter momentarily erased the lines of cynicism on his face as he stepped into the house. His aunt would be waiting somewhere upstairs to ring a peal over him. He might as well get it over with. Tolerating Aunt Agatha’s tirades was the least he could do for the woman who had practically raised him after his parents died. His harsh features softened as he thought of his crusty relative.

      Aunt Agatha did not approve of his antics or, indeed, most of his pursuits. Nor did she scruple to say so. It was regrettable that the scandalous reputation he had achieved in London had come to her attention here in Cheshire. In his dealings with the female sex, she thought him frankly predatory. Had the topic been suitable for discussion, he would have told her that he was careful to seduce only those women who wished to be seduced and that most women, in his experience, enjoyed the chase. They wore their virtue like a Sunday frock, pulling it on and off as the occasion warranted.

      Except for his aunts — and he was beset by two of the troublesome creatures — Justin had never met a woman he truly liked. For him, congress between the sexes was simply a matter of mutual need.

      Which brought him to a pressing problem. At the moment he had urgent need of a woman — an actress, and a very good one at that. One who was desperate, for the role he had in mind would be dangerous. He had combed the London theaters for actresses willing to take the job, to no avail.

      And who could blame them? It was not every day a woman was asked to kill a man.
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      “In a moment you will meet my other nephew,” Lady Agatha Claremont said. “My sister Arabella’s son. Doubtless you have never seen him in town. Justin moves in rather exceptional circles.”

      The frown accompanying that last comment made it clear that Harry’s aunt did not approve of those circles. Sarah adjusted her bonnet and smiled politely.

      “Harry has spoken admiringly of his cousin,” she said carefully, certain that she was not supposed to know of Viscount Linton’s unsavory reputation. “You must be very proud of him, ma’am.”

      Lady Claremont’s gaze narrowed. “Justin is an unrepentant rake. If Harry has not told you that by now, he is an idiot. Forewarned is forearmed.”

      Sarah blinked. At that first tea several weeks ago, Lady Claremont had merely regarded her with silent scrutiny as Harry gabbed away like a magpie. Sarah had taken the lady’s silence as sign of a placid, perhaps even feeble nature. But the sharp-tongued grande dame who greeted her today did not seem feeble or dull-witted. In fact, Sarah had the dreadful feeling that Harry had painted a picture of his aunt that was entirely inaccurate. Her stomach lurched queasily. She would have to be very careful not to raise Lady Claremont’s suspicions.

      Lady Claremont turned to greet the other guests as they entered the spacious parlor. In the whirlwind of introductions Sarah registered the presence of several young ladies and their mamas, an older gentleman who apparently lived nearby, and two men about Harry’s age.

      As she was trying to commit their names to memory, the back of her neck began to tingle, as if someone were watching her. Sarah felt suddenly awkward, as if she had stepped onstage and somehow forgotten her lines. Surreptitiously studying the other guests, she could not detect that anyone was paying her an extraordinary amount of attention. Still, the uneasy feeling did not go away.

      Sarah smiled pleasantly, but her mouth grew dry and her heart began to race. The symptoms were not unlike those of stage fright, and although dozens of performances had inured her to an audience’s scrutiny, she sensed that whoever watched her was no benign spectator.

      There was a threat here, and it was imminent.

      As if to confirm that fact, the space around her suddenly seemed to contract. The sunlight streaming in through the window behind her vanished, chased by a looming shadow. With growing apprehension, Sarah turned.

      A tall gentleman, his expression unreadable, bowed politely. His glossy chestnut hair was thick and unruly, tousled in the style of the day — although something told her the man had not a care for fashion. His eyes were a cool, unfathomable grey. They regarded her assessingly for an uncommonly long moment. There was about his features an arrogance that proclaimed his class, and while his expression was one of perfect civility, there was an insolence in his air that suggested his manners were but a thin veneer.

      His gaze took in her leghorn bonnet with the pink ribbons, moved downward to her pink spencer and sedate cambric frock, and settled on her left hand, which held the glove she had removed in order to show Lady Claremont the opal ring that had once belonged to Harry’s late mother and which she now wore.

      “So it is true, after all.” He shook his head. “My condolences, madam.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Sarah managed, trying to ignore the hammering of her pulse as the intense grey eyes held hers. Her breathing was shallow — like an actor who ran out of wind before the soliloquy was finished. She felt queasy.

      Her odd reaction seemed to interest him. His gaze held hers rather longer than was polite, and his lips curled in an unsettling smile.

      “I take it you are my cousin’s new bride, though I could scarcely credit that Harry had decided to wed.” Brilliant shards gleamed within his grey eyes. “Now that I have seen you, I quite understand.”

      At her blank stare, he shot her a half-smile evidently intended to appear apologetic. “How remiss of me. I am Linton, Harry’s cousin,” he said. “No doubt he has been filling your head with all manner of scandalous things about me. Most of them true, unfortunately.”

      Sarah decided there was nothing remotely apologetic about that smile.

      “I am pleased to meet you, Lord Linton,” she said. The queasiness in her stomach grew, as did the doubts about the wisdom of her masquerade. Even if Lady Claremont suspected nothing, there was still this man to get around — and he appeared to be sharp-witted and not a little dangerous.

      “To think that Harry has turned responsible,” he continued blandly, with a slight shake of his head. “To be sure, my aunt’s dictates can be most persuasive.” He paused for a heartbeat. “But I imagine that Harry was not thinking of Aunt Agatha on his wedding night.” This bald comment was uttered with such polished civility that Sarah was completely taken aback.

      It was undoubtedly acceptable for a man to flirt with a married woman, but all the nuanced performances Sarah had ever witnessed had not prepared her to penetrate the layers of meaning beneath his words, or indeed, to fathom his intent. She stared at him uncertainly. She had the notion that a proper young matron might take offense.

      “I believe you are being impertinent, my lord,” she said with what she hoped was the right amount of sternness.

      He nodded approvingly at her reprimand, although his eyes narrowed. “Quite right. You will forgive me, Mrs. Trent. I am not very respectable, you see.” He eyed her mournfully and took her hand, squeezing it lightly in an unconvincing imitation of a polite handshake.

      Sarah’s palm tingled as it met his cool, dry fingers. Her own skin was excessively warm, even damp — to her great mortification, as she was certain that a proper young bride did not perspire when a man other than her husband touched her palm. Something told her that he took great satisfaction in eliciting such a response.

      “Good Lord, Justin! Leave the girl alone,” commanded Lady Claremont, who approached as Sarah was wondering why she could not seem to pull her hand from his. “Sarah has but just arrived. She must be longing to exchange her traveling clothes for something more comfortable. You must not bombard her with your rakish charm. And do not play all innocent with me,” she admonished as his brows rose in a fair imitation of astonishment, “for I know that you are always looking for trouble.”

      “Not at all, Aunt,” he replied gravely. “In my experience, it is the other way around.” He gave Sarah a glittering smile and bowed deeply. “Adieu, madam, for the nonce.”

      Sarah almost expelled a sigh of relief at his departure. But as he turned to leave, Lord Linton abruptly halted and pulled something from the flapped pocket of his dove-colored tailcoat. “I believe this is yours, Mrs. Trent,” he said.

      Sarah stared. In his hand was her glove. The same glove she had held most securely during their encounter. “How did you ...?” She broke off in utter confusion.

      “Illusion, Mrs. Trent.” He eyed her steadily. “The world is full of it, you see.”

      With that comment, he left the room. The sun came streaming cheerfully through the window again, but Sarah felt decidedly ill.
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        * * *

      

      Justin eyed his cousin over the rim of his glass. “Forgive me for not offering my congratulations sooner, Harry. Your bride is a beauty. Most charming.”

      “What? Oh, er, thank you, Justin.” Harry drank deeply of his port but did not meet his gaze. “Yes, Sarah is very talented.”

      Justin arched a brow. “Talented?”

      Snickers were heard from one of the young men at the other end of the table. Harry eyed him blankly. Then a flush spread over his face, and he glared at the culprit. “See here!”

      “Undoubtedly you meant to convey that Mrs. Trent is a master of all the many details of running a home,” Justin put in smoothly. He stroked the stem of his glass. “I assume you are still living in London?”

      “Er, yes.” Harry shifted uncomfortably and took another sip of his port.

      “You have given up your bachelor’s rooms, then?”

      “Not precisely. That is, ah, I have let them to a friend.”

      Justin nodded. “I see. You must give me your new direction. It was considerate of you to spare us the spectacle of a lavish ceremony at St. George’s.” He studied his cousin, intrigued by Harry’s uneasiness with the topic. “How long have you been married, exactly?”

      Harry spilled a drop of wine on the table, and his thumb made rapid, irregular circles as he rubbed the spot absentmindedly. “Two months. The wedding was, ah, very sudden.”

      “Anticipated the vows, eh, Trent?” This knowing comment came from Mr. Horace Throckmorton, Aunt Agatha’s elderly neighbor. “Nothing to feel ashamed of — you married the gel, after all. Often wish I had done the same with my Ellen. That long betrothal nearly drove me mad. Now she is gone these two years and more. What I wouldn’t give to have had those few extra months in her arms.”

      Throckmorton had had too much to drink, Justin decided as he watched tears spring to the older man’s eyes. Throckmorton had always been a mawkish sentimentalist — hanging on to his wife’s sleeve and never bothering to hide his dependence on his lady’s affection. God save a man from such a fate. It was embarrassing enough to watch, never mind the mortification of enduring such a lowering condition.

      Justin doubted very much that Harry was in similar thrall to the lovely Mrs. Trent. Harry was not the sort of man to feel deeply about any woman — even if she came with an extraordinary pair of emerald eyes. His cousin might be enamored of his wife’s indisputable charms, but his heart almost certainly had not been touched.

      That was fortunate for Harry, as Mrs. Trent’s affections did not seem overly engaged either. Oh, Justin had seen the warm smiles and affectionate glances she shot Harry over dinner. And when the ladies had withdrawn, she bestowed a look of tender regret on her husband. These gestures seemed completely genuine. But his senses had given him other signals as well: the rapid intake of her breath and widening of her pupils when Justin greeted her, the dampness of her skin when he had taken her hand, and the air of distraction that had made her such an easy target for his parlor trick with the glove.

      Those were not the responses of a woman who only had eyes for her husband. Curiosity filled him. Perhaps Harry had not satisfied her. He could not imagine that his cousin was a terribly skilled lover. And though she dressed demurely enough, with her auburn hair tamed into a sedate knot at her neck and tonight quite an ugly lace cap covering most of it, Justin had a notion that Sarah Trent was a woman of passion.

      Perhaps Throckmorton was right and that passion had once gotten out of hand. Perhaps she regretted being shackled for life because of that momentary indiscretion. Or perhaps she simply had hopes of becoming a viscountess. Justin smiled grimly. If all went as planned, she might get her wish rather quickly. For a few days, anyway. He tried to imagine her with the Linton emeralds draped around her swanlike neck, then frowned as he realized the dazzling sight would be wasted on Harry’s untrained eyes.

      The lovely Mrs. Trent was an intriguing mystery. His senses tingled at the thought of unraveling her secrets. Whether she knew it or not, she was sending out signals that ordinarily he would have seized upon. But even a man of his repute would not stoop so low as to seduce his cousin’s wife, no matter that the woman might not be the chaste young bride she appeared. None knew better than he that appearances could be deceiving, especially when it came to women; some women, however, were best left alone.

      Justin drank deeply from his glass. She was a luscious eyeful. As long as he restricted his thoughts to the simple acknowledgment of that fact, everything would be fine.
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        * * *

      

      Nighttime in Lady Claremont’s house was quiet — too quiet, for it meant that every noise came to Sarah’s attention with startling clarity. She and Harry had been given a room that had a large dressing room separate from the sleeping area, and it was there that Harry bedded down. There was a door between the two rooms that Sarah was careful to shut to ensure her privacy. The sleeping alcove had its own door that opened onto the hall, which he used for his comings and goings, so she and Harry rarely crossed paths. They were in the family wing, while the other guests had rooms on the opposite side of the house.

      The evenings had settled into a pattern. Lady Claremont — Aunt Agatha, she mentally corrected, as the lady had instructed Sarah to address her henceforth — always retired early, so only Harry and Lord Linton moved about in this part of the house at night. Harry imbibed freely with the gentlemen, and his presence in the hall typically was accompanied by loud whistling or humming that woke Sarah from a sound sleep. A decisive slamming of his door customarily marked his return to his sleeping alcove.

      Lord Linton, on the other hand, moved with the stealth of a cat. She never heard his footsteps — even though his room was across from hers — or the closing of the heavy door to his chamber. He seemed to walk in ghostly silence, like some restless soul seeking surcease from ancient burdens. She wondered where he had learned such furtive habits.

      A crashing noise startled Sarah from this disquieting reverie.

      There was nothing ghostly or silent about the accompanying loud oath and the heavy thud against her door. With some trepidation, she rose from her bed and moved to the door. She opened it a slit and peeked into the hall.

      Harry, obviously very much in his cups, was leaning against the wall, scarcely able to hold himself upright. His face brightened as he saw her.

      “Ah, m’blushing bride,” he mumbled in a slurred voice. He turned and spoke to someone over his shoulder. “Didn’t I tell you, Justin? Sarah always waits up. Devoted to me, she is.”

      Sarah had not noticed Lord Linton’s presence in the hall. Her gaze met his, and she flushed. Her sedate flannel nightrail revealed far less of her than the gown she had worn to dinner, but his obvious awareness of the fact that she was in her bed clothing made her blush right down to the roots of her hair.

      There was no drunken leer on his face, however, no intimate caress in his eyes — only a wary narrowing of his gaze. He looked very much the sober gentleman, in stark contrast to her thoroughly foxed “husband.”

      Sarah doubted very much that Harry would be able to find his bed without assistance. Lord Linton appeared to come to the same conclusion.

      “Come, Harry. I will summon Sidney. In your condition, you will not manage to undress yourself.” He put one arm under Harry’s and helped him toward the door.

      “Not so fast, Justin. If I need help with my clothes, Sarah is here.” Harry cast her a leering smile. “What is a wife for, anyway, if not to see to one’s needs?”

      Lord Linton shrugged and removed his arm, evidently content to leave Harry at her door.

      “No!”

      Both men looked at her in surprise. “That is,” Sarah amended quickly, “’tis late, Harry. I was sound asleep and can scarcely keep my eyes open. Can you not go around to the dressing room door while I go back to bed?”

      Lord Linton eyed her curiously. Harry’s mouth pursed in a childish pout. “Now, Sarah. What will Justin think if you refuse to take me into your room like a proper wife?” He gave her what was clearly intended to be a meaningful look; to her eye it was merely a drunken smirk. Sarah’s temper flared. She would not be intimidated by an inebriated lout.

      “You will get no consoling from me in your state. If Lord Linton will not assist you, you can very well sleep there in the hall.” She turned her back in what she hoped was a reasonable imitation of wifely outrage. She had every intention of slamming the door in his face when a clumsy hand clamped down on her shoulder.

      “See here, Sarah. You ought not talk to me like that. I have a right to claim what is mine.”

      Harry might be out of his senses, but that did not mean he was harmless. His hand felt heavy on her shoulder, and his other arm snaked about her waist. Sarah bit back a sharp rebuke and forced herself to remember how much she needed this job. She could not make a scene and risk raising Lord Linton’s suspicions about the true nature of their relationship, but neither did she intend to allow Harry to manhandle her. Paralyzed with indecision, she stood motionless at her door. Harry took her stillness as assent.

      “There. I told you she would come around, Justin.” He took her hand and made to pull her further into her room. That act finally snapped Sarah’s temper.

      “Stop it, you odious man!” she cried. She jerked her hand free, but Harry simply fumbled for the other one.

      “Your bride does not appear to hold you in particular regard at the moment, Harry,” Lord Linton drawled. Something in his tone made Sarah eye him sharply.

      Harry glowered at his cousin. “This is between a man and his wife, Justin,” he grumbled belligerently.

      “Perhaps.” Steel glinted in the grey gaze. “And perhaps not.”

      For a moment Harry watched his cousin uncertainly. Then he scoffed. “That is rich! The infamous Linton playing a lady’s defender. I suppose if I live long enough, I may even see you take the parson’s noose!”

      “I should not count on it,” came the sharp reply. “At the moment, your life expectancy is exceedingly short.”

      With that, Lord Linton grabbed Harry by his neckcloth and propelled him down the hall. At the door of Harry’s dressing room, he thrust his hapless charge inside. Sarah heard a resounding thump as Harry landed on the floor. Then came the sound of the door between the alcove and her room being firmly shut.

      In the next instant Lord Linton stood before her in the hall. “Your husband finds himself in more need of sleep than he realized at first,” he said gravely. “He has informed me that he is not to be disturbed further tonight. You will comply with his wishes in this?”

      “Y-yes, of course,” Sarah stammered.

      The viscount bowed politely and turned to leave.

      “Wait!” she cried. He halted, arching a brow. “That is, I — thank you, Lord Linton.” Sarah flushed, feeling supremely awkward and greatly aware of her dishabille.

      Irritation crossed his harsh features. “I am in no mood for thanks, Mrs. Trent. You have just caused me to break two of my rules.”

      Sarah eyed him in confusion. “Rules? What rules, sir?”

      “One of them is never to interfere in a dispute between a man and his wife. Unless I happen to be the cause of that dispute, of course.”

      “I see. And the other?”

      His gaze swept over her, and this time there was nothing veiled in his raw appreciation of her state of undress. As she watched, mesmerized, he reached out and straightened the shoulder of her gown, which had slipped during her skirmish with Harry.

      “The other,” he growled as his fingers withdrew abruptly, “does not bear discussing.”
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast was an informal arrangement. Guests accustomed to country hours could be found doing justice to a plate of kidneys and ham long before the others even thought of bestirring themselves. Since Lord Linton was used to town ways, Sarah decided there was little chance of encountering him at this early hour. She had no wish to see him so soon after last night’s mortifying episode.

      When she stepped into the dining room, however, he and Horace Throckmorton were sitting at the table. Mr. Throckmorton rose politely, nodded a cordial greeting, then sat down and resumed his attack on his food. Lord Linton did not rise.

      Sarah felt his speculative gaze as she helped herself from the covered dishes on the sideboard; he was still watching her as she slipped into a chair at the far end of the table. Though he nodded and made agreeable sounds throughout Mr. Throckmorton’s monologue on new farming methods, his eyes returned to her several times.

      Thoroughly unnerved by his silent scrutiny, Sarah brought the coffee cup shakily to her lips, only to have some of the liquid spill on the white damask cloth.

      Her cheeks grew warm as the small brown stain spread steadily outward. She was not usually so clumsy, nor so easily embarrassed. Surely she was making too much of things. Lord Linton had probably forgotten last night’s incident. He could have no suspicion of the fraud she was perpetrating. If his gaze lingered on her this morning, it was merely his insolent way. By now, he had undoubtedly found something else to interest him.

      Sarah took a deep breath, keeping her eyes on the stain. Slowly, she felt her composure return and with it a calmer state of mind. Reason told her that Lord Linton was not the sort of man to occupy himself with thoughts of his cousin’s marriage or, indeed, of her. He would see nothing remarkable or suspicious in the fact that she and Harry had quarreled. Many couples did, she was certain. She was also quite certain that Lord Linton saw women in their nightrails rather often.

      Yes, all in all, last night must barely have registered with him. There was no reason to feel this strange and fearful excitement in his presence. Her mother had always told her — correctly, as it happened — that her imagination was entirely too fanciful.

      Sarah looked up, confident that his attention was now elsewhere.

      Lord Linton’s gaze had not wavered. Lazy speculation — and something else besides — filled those enigmatic eyes. That something else made her pulse throb mercilessly.

      The ham felt dry and tasteless in her mouth. Sarah gulped her coffee, trying to ward off panic. Her imagination had not led her astray. Her initial instincts had been right. There was danger here, and it was gazing at her from depths as murky as a storm-tossed lake.

      Some of the burning liquid went down the wrong way. A coughing fit seized her, and Mr. Throckmorton halted his meal to look at her, then rose from his chair, apparently intending to come to her aid. Sarah managed a weak, reassuring smile, which halted his rescue mid-stride. Mr. Throckmorton frowned, not altogether certain of her condition, but Sarah took a drink of water and he returned to his seat and his plate of kidneys. Lord Linton did not.

      “You seem disturbed this morning,” he observed quietly when she had herself under control. “I trust everything is well?”

      Sarah flushed. He was obviously asking if she had slept unmolested by her husband.

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      He frowned, as if unsatisfied by the brief reply. For a moment he looked as if he would pursue the matter, but in the end he did not.

      In fact, he did not say another word for the rest of the meal.
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      Glumly Sarah fingered the daisy chain she had fashioned from the pale yellow flowers in a meadow near Aunt Agatha stables. She was glad to be alone, but neither the daisies nor her walk through the woods had lifted her troubled spirits.

      Many of the guests — and Aunt Agatha herself — had joined a hunt organized by one of the neighbors. A demanding chase over hill and dale was not the act of a feeble woman with one foot in the grave. The more time she spent with Aunt Agatha, the more Sarah became convinced that the woman was not only fit but awake on every suit. This knowledge made her realize just how foolish was Harry’s plan. She did not think Aunt Agatha suspected anything yet, but it would take all her skill to carry off this masquerade for the balance of the visit.

      Unfortunately, her acting abilities seemed utterly useless when Lord Linton was around.

      Sarah had been intensely aware of him from the beginning, but since the night he rescued her from Harry’s boorish behavior, he had never been out of her mind. Her thinking was muddled in his presence; she responded to him on some visceral level that her will could not entirely control. Still, she might have fared well enough had not he suddenly become inordinately attentive. And while it might appear to others that Lord Linton was merely making his new relative feel welcome, Sarah doubted that the viscount had ever acted out of altruism.

      There was no need for him to volunteer to partner her in whist when Mr. Throckmorton was perfectly happy to do so. They won every rubber, of course; Lord Linton had a way with cards. Nor was there any need for him to escort her into dinner. Lady Dressmire, wife of the Earl of Dressmire, who had business elsewhere and was not among their party, was the highest-ranking lady at dinner last night and by rights should have had his arm. Such was Lord Linton’s charm that the countess merely beamed at him when he left her to the sallow Sir Peregrine, a relative of Lady Dressmire’s. Lady Claremont did not seem to notice her nephew’s lapse, occupied as she was with listening to Mr. Throckmorton’s homily on the Corn Laws.

      Nothing in Sarah’s experience had prepared her for the effect Lord Linton had on her senses. She could see why his reputation as a rake was well-deserved. He had a way of looking at a woman that made her blush to think of the thoughts behind those intense grey eyes. And yet, it was difficult to turn away.

      What made her especially uneasy was the fact that he was something of a conjurer. One night he entertained the group with dazzling card tricks. He took a card from the top of the deck and, as they watched, inserted it into the middle of the deck — but when he asked Sarah to draw the top card, it was the same one he had inserted into the middle only moments before. In another trick, he showed them two cards, placed each face-down on the table, then turned them over to reveal that they had switched places. Sarah could not discern his secrets no matter how hard she tried.

      Moreover, Lord Linton seemed to be familiar with all manner of mysterious arts. When Mr. Throckmorton had complained of the toothache, the viscount handed him a powder he said would relieve the pain. For Lady Dressmire’s gout, he recommended a potion from wolfsbane, a purplish flower which, he warned, could be poisonous if taken in excess.

      The man was too shrewd by half. His eyes were too knowing, too changeable — hard as stone one moment, beguilingly soft as lambswool the next. Sarah had no idea there could be so many shades of grey. Watching Lord Linton converse with one of the young debutantes and then turn to greet her was to witness true alchemy as his gaze transformed from the dull gunmetal of boredom into a luminous silver that made Sarah shiver.

      His dinner clothes needed no artifice of padding — his black tailcoat had been cut to perfection, and the buttons were no ostentatious gold or brass, but muted pewter. His waistcoat was a fine silk brocade, but understated in a way that put Harry’s wild stripes to shame. His shirt looked to be a simple and unadorned cotton, whereas a profusion of ruffles sprouted from Harry’s sleeve. Lord Linton’s simple buff trousers were quite appropriate for the country, whereas Harry’s exceedingly snug pantaloons were a rather nauseating shade of puce.

      Although there had been nothing unseemly in Lord Linton’s gaze, it drew her time and again. She prayed that the viscount was not a reader of minds, as some of the charlatans she had encountered on the circuit had claimed to be, for her thoughts were occupied with him, and in ways not entirely proper.

      Had her gaze lingered on him at dinner last night? Had she blushed when his eyes held hers over his wineglass? Had Lady Claremont noticed these things? Sarah vowed to be more careful. An actress ought to be able to put aside such distractions.

      Lord Linton knew precisely what he was doing, of that she was certain. His mastery of the cards was nothing to his skill with ladies. Did he suspect that she was not Harry’s wife? Was there something in that hallway scene that had alerted him? Was he trying to expose her, to draw her into making a mistake that would spell disaster? Or had he simply formed the intention of seducing his cousin’s bride? Sarah had encountered men like that in the theater, men with no morals and no concern for the effect of their actions on others. Was Lord Linton such a man?

      “You look exceedingly troubled, Mrs. Trent. Has Harry abandoned you for the charms of the fox?”

      Sarah jumped. The viscount was propped against a tree not ten paces before her. Oddly, she had not sensed his presence. It was as if he had suddenly materialized from the air around her.

      “You do have a way of sneaking up on people, Lord Linton,” she said irritably.

      He bowed. “I apologize, madam. Since I know precisely where I am at any particular moment, it never occurs to me to impart the information to others.”

      Sarah shot him a dubious glare, hoping he did not sense how his sudden appearance had unsettled her. “Harry has indeed gone off with the hunt,” she said stiffly, “but I assure you, I am not bereft. I was just enjoying my solitary walk.” She looked him a challenge, making certain he understood the point.

      “And I have interrupted it. I apologize.” A smile hovered about his lips. “That is the second time I have been forced to make my apologies in as many minutes. What do you make of that?”

      “I make nothing of it, my lord.” Sarah made to pass him by. Without warning, his hand snaked out and caught her arm. His touch was gentle, but so unexpected she eyed him in alarm. An involuntary shudder shot through her.

      “You are cold,” he observed. His hand moved almost imperceptibly to her waist.

      Her sense of danger was almost palpable. Strangely, it was not fear for her safety that troubled her but something else, something unknown and wickedly tantalizing that held her rooted to the spot like a frightened rabbit.

      Not for nothing was she an actress, however. Defiantly, she lifted her chin. “Cold?” she echoed in a frosty tone. “Not in the least. But I must ask you to remove your hand from my person. Lord Linton. I cannot think your constant handling at all appropriate.”

      “Handling?” His brows shot skyward. “My dear Mrs. Trent, whatever are you talking about?”

      Sarah’s patience snapped. “I understand what you are all about, my lord. I have seen men such as you. I know your type quite well.”

      His mouth twitched. “And that would be from your vast experience? Pray enlighten me, Mrs. Trent.”

      Aghast, Sarah realized she had revealed too much. “I only mean to say that you are far too attentive,” she said, flushing. “I find your manner unsettling. Since that night when Harry was...indisposed, you have singled me out. I do not think it fitting that you look at me quite that way, nor escort me into dinner instead of Lady Dressmire, nor suddenly appear when I am very much alone. I am your cousin’s wife, and there is nothing amiss with my marriage, no matter what you may think you saw that night.”

      “You are plainspoken indeed, madam.” His gaze was unreadable.

      “I value the truth,” Sarah retorted, hoping lightning would not suddenly descend from the clouds and strike her dead. “And the truth is that I welcome your friendship, but nothing more. Harry has his foibles, but he is everything I could want in a husband.”

      She held her breath. If he was going to challenge her statement, now would be the time. She might as well know what she was up against.

      “You think I seek to seduce you, Mrs. Trent?” His eyes were hooded, but she detected a faintly predatory gleam in those silvery depths.

      Sarah’s color deepened, along with the certainty that she was woefully unmatched in this game. He had indeed challenged her, but on a level she had not anticipated. The mere fact that he had uttered the word “seduce” had given weight to the concept, like a sinful thought suddenly spoken aloud in church over the vicar’s rambling sermon. Now he was waiting to see how she would respond.

      “It is you who are guilty of excessive plainspeaking, Lord Linton,” she insisted, summoning every ounce of bravado that was in her. “I would never make such an accusation.”

      She lowered her gaze. “My experience of the world is not broad like yours. I am no London sophisticate. I do not know the art of flirtation, nor am I comfortable with it.”

      “And yet you manage it exceptionally well.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Sarah looked up in alarm.

      “Perhaps it is a skill that comes to you naturally,” he said.

      She wondered whether he meant to expose her after all. “I only want your friendship, my lord.”

      His lips curled disdainfully. “I do not have friendships with women.”

      “Then we have nothing further to discuss.” Sarah stepped firmly away from him and started toward the house.

      “Wait.”

      What was it about that one-word command that made her halt in her tracks like a docile filly schooled to his voice? She would not dance to his tune. And yet she turned.

      “What is it?” she demanded irritably.

      To her amazement, he was regarding her with an utterly benign expression.

      “I may not have friendships with women, Mrs. Trent, but I am capable of conversations with them.” He hesitated. “And of apologizing for any discomfort I have caused you.”

      His expression gave nothing away. Sarah had no way of knowing if he was sincere but fervently prayed that he was.

      “I appreciate your apology, my lord. Perhaps I have been too quick to take offense.”

      He grinned suddenly, and Sarah caught her breath at the instant transformation of his features. It was the first time she had seen him smile in such an unrestrained fashion, and it was utterly disarming.

      “I should not be so quick to retract your accusations, madam. You have made me thoroughly ashamed of my behavior — a rarity, I assure you. Surely you would wish to make me grovel as long as possible.”

      “I have not retracted them,” Sarah said warily, for she felt herself being drawn to this devilishly charming side of him.

      Just as suddenly as it had appeared, his smile vanished. “May I escort you back to the house?” he asked, offering his arm. “The hunt will be over soon.”

      Sarah did not take it, but she did not object when he again fell into step beside her. “How is it that you did not go off with the others?” she asked politely, trying to fill the silence as they walked.

      “I do not hunt small animals,” he replied. “It is not worth even the little effort involved. I prefer bigger game.”

      “What sort of game, sir?”

      “The kind with two legs, Mrs. Trent.”

      Sarah eyed him in confusion. “I do not understand.”

      His lips thinned. “’Tis just as well, madam. I would not wish to unsettle you further.”
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        * * *

      

      “I declare, Justin, you are the plague of my old age.”

      Justin gave his aunt a wryly affectionate smile. Her hair had more grey in it than he remembered. “I suppose I must accept your characterization of me, Aunt. You, however, are far from old.”

      “Pish! Spare me your flattery.” But a pleased flush spread over Aunt Agatha’s features.

      “’Tis true. Any woman who can ride as you do is hardly doddering. You are a welcome addition to the field at any age.”

      And it was true. His aunt was fitter than half the men he knew. She was fond of brisk walks through the countryside in all sorts of weather, and her galloping rampages on her exceedingly frisky stallion were nigh legendary. Justin suspected anyone catching even a glimpse of Aunt Agatha on horseback, especially if she were pointed neck-for-leather toward a tall hedge, quickly turned and found another route.

      With a regal nod, his aunt accepted the compliment. “My neighbors have never objected to my hunting with them, although Horace continually warns me about the dangers. Poor man! Just because his wife fell off a horse and broke her neck does not mean that every female rider is so doomed. I have not fallen in years. We had a good run yesterday, Justin. Why did you not join us? You used to love a good hunt.”






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/eileenputman_apassionateperformance_ecover_2500.jpg
%@ IN DISGUISE







