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      The music of a stringed quartet wafted through the air as Lydia de Lisle gathered her gown and hurried down the stairs. The change in tune could only mean one thing—Henry had arrived at last. Even though she’d seen him just a week before at the nuptials, she was impatient to see him again, and she couldn’t imagine not being present when he stepped through the grand entrance of the de Lisle’s estate, Chateau de Papillon. Lydia wanted her face to be the first one he’d see.

      There was a crowd of other family members and close friends gathered at the foot of the stairs, but Lydia fought her way through, using her elbows when a polite, “Pardon me,” wasn’t sufficient. Only a few of her elder aunts looked appalled at the young lady’s behavior. Lydia would have to do her best to rectify that situation later. For now, the necessity of having herself front and center when Henry walked through the door was beyond any reproach stiff- lipped women in extravagant gowns could provide.

      Lydia glanced at her reflection in the gilded mirror that hung in the parlor near the bottom of the opulent staircase. Her blonde hair was pinned up neatly atop her head with tiny ringlets framing her face. Her cheeks were just the right rosy shade, and her blue eyes sparkled back at her, set off nicely by the light blue gown she wore. Her mother had said it would make her look too pale, but Lydia was most happy with the way it made her skin appear to be a lush alabaster. Henry would like it, too. She was certain.

      The door opened, and greetings were offered by all of those standing nearby. Such was always the case whenever Henry arrived anywhere. A decorated war hero, he simply couldn’t go any place at all without everyone making a fuss. But as soon as he stepped into the foyer, his green eyes met Lydia’s, and a knowing smile flickered between them just for a moment. He bowed slightly to those around him, and then the back patting and handshaking began, the obligatory kisses on the cheek, all of those things that followed along with the dashing colonel wherever he went since his triumphant return to Baltimore only a few months earlier.

      Lydia hung back. The eye contact between them was enough for her to know she’d have her opportunity to salute the gentleman in private later. Making a spectacle of herself now would only cast veiled stares in their direction, and there was no point to that. Five years of knowing glances, interrupted only by Henry’s service in the Army, and recently his honeymoon with the preposterous peacock on his arm, were enough for Lydia to understand that she’d have her audience at the appropriate time.

      The peacock in question, an older woman widowed by these same Seminole Wars, Carlotta Benson—at least to Lydia, who refused to attach Henry’s beautiful sir name to this mess of a woman—had her arm loosely encircled with his, and as guests greeted him, she stood fanning herself with a great feathered spectacle, something she claimed to have acquired on one of her many trips to France. She wore a tall white wig on her head as well, akin to the one Marie Antoinette might have worn, Lydia imagined. It was cotton white and added nearly an extra foot atop her head beneath a ridiculous plumed hat that matched the fan. Her gown and accessories were all bright blues and purples, with edges set in a deep green, and since she wore such colors nearly every time Lydia had seen her, the nickname of Peacock seemed easy enough to attach to the woman. Not to mention she had a pointy nose and sucked her thin lips in whenever she wasn’t speaking, which made her face resemble that of a bird, complete with a sharp beak. Since she hardly ever spoke, she had this look about her most of the time. She was awful and dreadful in every way imaginable, so Lydia chose to ignore her very existence even in these situations when she would eventually come face to face with the hideous creature and be forced to act civilly.

      Henry Carignon was tall with dark hair and a complexion that spoke nothing of his years out in the field serving in the military. As he greeted the guests Lydia’s father, Arthur, had assembled in their grand home to honor the union between the two, his countenance was humble. He shrugged off each compliment, insisting his success on the battlefield was due to the bravery of the men he commanded and not solely his own leadership. Of course, no one would hear of it. Henry’s reputation preceded him. His courage in battle, the way he’d forced the savages from the field, leaving carnage in their wake as they ran for their very lives, was all well-known in all of Baltimore, particularly in Guilford, and no amount of modesty would change the minds of his admirers.

      Lydia’s mother, Francesca, stood with her hand on her heart as her late cousin’s oldest and only living son bowed before her, kissing her hand. Tears sprung to Francesca’s eyes, as they always did whenever she thought of how proud her cousin, Jessica, who had always been more like a sister to Francesca, would be to know the hero her child had become. She leaned forward and whispered into Henry’s ear, her dark hair covering Lydia’s view of his face for a moment, but when she pulled away, he was smiling, a slight chuckle not quite carrying to where Lydia stood, but she could only imagine what her mother might’ve said to make him react so. A blush of humility covered his cheeks as he nodded at Francesca before gesturing at his wife. Lydia kept her head still and her eyes forward, locked on Henry’s profile, not caring what her mother had to say to the bird. Polite in every way, there was no question Mrs. de Lisle would be welcoming and kind to the old peacock, even though Lydia had it firsthand that her mother did not wish for her favorite nephew to marry the widow. But taking over the late Mr. Benson’s textile factory, and his fortune, had seemed the most reasonable course to follow when Henry had discovered Mrs. Benson had her eye on a younger man, and no amount of dissuasion on Lydia’s part had dissolved the idea.

      She’d taken it with her head held high, the night he’d announced his engagement. The wedding had been quite the affair, held a few months ago in the gardens behind Chateau de Papillon. Lydia had attended that as well, though hiding her true feelings then had been more difficult. She’d managed to convince most people that her tears were those of joy, that the constant dabbing of her eyes with a handkerchief, one that secretly bore the initials of the groom, was because she envisioned a life of love and happiness for her second cousin, and not because she wanted to take the place of the peacock he’d promised to care for always.

      Eventually, Henry made his way to her. Lydia did her best to play the part of the pleased cousin, smiling brightly to convey she was happy to see him return, but not in such a way as to give away any of their secrets. “Lydia, darling, it’s lovely to see you,” Henry exclaimed, bending to kiss her cheek. He did not linger, his lips hardly grazing her, but the look in his emerald eyes, when they fell on hers, was enough.

      “Welcome home, cousin,” Lydia replied, grasping both of his hands in hers. “I trust you had a nice trip?”

      “Oh, yes. The mainland is lovely this time of year. You shall have to go sometime. You do remember my wife, Carlotta?”

      “Yes, of course.” Lydia’s smile began to falter, so she did her best to reinforce it at the corners of her mouth hoping she didn’t look like a twisted marionette. “Don’t you look just beautiful.”

      “Nice to see you again, Lydia,” Carlotta offered, though the embrace between the two was clearly forced and uncomfortable for both of them. Lydia didn’t think the new wife was aware of what she’d interjected herself into, but she couldn’t be sure. At any rate, she’d picked up on Lydia’s inability to genuinely look her in the eye, and she was certain the new, old bride was aware of Lydia’s disapproval. If anyone else noticed the hostility, they said nothing, and Henry moved along to the next guest, but not before slipping a small scrap of paper into Lydia’s hand. She managed to hide it in her waistband without catching anyone’s attention, and at the call of her mother, moved across the room to join the rest of her family.

      On her way, she bumped into a gentleman she didn’t recognize. Tall, with dark hair and sideburns, he was handsome and overly polite. “Pardon me, Miss de Lisle,” he said, stepping aside. He wore a dark three piece suit, as most of the other gentlemen wore, but when she brushed the fabric, she noticed it felt different, perhaps more expensive. His tone was gentle and kind, but there was a sadness in his dark eyes that Lydia couldn’t quite reconcile with the rest of his disposition.

      “Pardon me,” she insisted, stepping around him. She gave him a small smile and then returned her attention to her waiting mother. As Francesca led her out of the room, toward the dining area where a banquet had been prepared in Henry’s honor, Lydia turned and glanced back over her shoulder at the stranger. He was watching her with more interest than was perhaps proper, and when he saw she had noticed, he quickly turned away, his face growing an unnatural shade of crimson.

      Over bouchée à la Reine, Lydia listened to the polite conversation around her but hardly took part. The note in her waistband consumed her thoughts, as did the heavy eyes of the stranger she’d bumped into earlier. He was here, of course, sitting further down the table from her such that she could only see the top of his dark hair. Henry, on the other hand, was at the end of the table—her father had insisted—thus putting him just a few seats over from herself. If it hadn’t been for her Uncle Louis, her father’s brother, a robust man with a hearty laugh, she would’ve been sitting right next to the peacock. She thanked her lucky stars her mother had decided to seat them thusly as she couldn’t imagine spending an entire meal listening to the woman go on and on about caring for her feathers. She truly did sound like a bird when she spoke on such a topic. From this distance, her whispery voice was hard to distinguish, and Lydia chose instead to turn her attention to the woman on her right, a friend of her mother’s who had come into her own fortune a year or two earlier by marrying a prominent commercial shipper.

      After dinner, the musicians, who had followed the party from the foyer to the dining room, where they’d played soft chamber music to accompany the meal, as Henry preferred, moved on to the ballroom, and Lydia took a moment to excuse herself so that she could finally see what it was she’d been carrying in her waistband these agonizing two hours. She stole away into the lady’s room, but since there were a few other women present, reclining on the lounges or using the large mirrors her mother had hung here to touch up their appearances, Lydia decided this wasn’t the proper place. After spending several minutes walking down one hallway and then another, she ducked inside the library, certain there’d be no one else inclined to read during a soiree, and pulled the paper from her waist, keeping it in her hand tightly as she approached one of the leather chairs posed in front of the unlit fireplace.

      A fire might be nice, Lydia thought. It was rather chilly in there, but rarely did her father request the lighting of the fireplace in the library unless he planned to read for several hours. It was springtime, and most of the other rooms were warm enough, but this one being so large with only one small window, it often kept the chill weeks beyond the rest of the rooms in the estate.

      “Our place, 8:30,” Lydia read. She had already been certain he was requesting to meet her, but seeing it in his familiar handwriting brought color to her cheeks, and she was glad there was no one else around to see her. She took a deep breath and tucked the paper back inside her waistband. The clock above the mantel said it was just now 7:45. She’d rejoin the party for a bit and then find a way to stow off again, leaving early enough that she’d be there when he arrived. Thoughts of feeling Henry’s strong arms around her brought a smile to Lydia’s lips, and she closed her eyes for a moment, remembering what it had been like the last time they were together, the night before he married the peacock.

      “I take it you don’t care too much for parties either then?”

      The sound of a man’s voice had her eyes flying open. She looked up to see the stranger from the foyer standing a few feet away from her, his hands folded in front of him, a cautious look on his face, as if he wasn’t sure how she’d take to him approaching her here, alone.

      “Oh, no,” Lydia stammered, pushing down on the armrests to readjust herself in the seat. She had no idea the spectacle she may have made of herself; the look on her face had to be telling. “That is… I don’t mind them. Usually. It’s only….” She bit her tongue. She couldn’t tell this man she didn’t know that one of the guests of honor made her want to climb a tall mountain and plummet to her death and the other made her knees weak in a way that only one so familiar can do.

      “It’s only you don’t much care for Mrs. Carignon, is that it?” he asked, crossing over and taking a seat in the chair across from her. “I can hardly blame you. She is rather something else, that one.”

      Lydia tipped her head to the side a bit and took him in. Unlike the nervous gentleman she’d seen staring at her earlier, he looked quite relaxed seated in the dark leather chair before her now. He crossed his legs so that one ankle rested on the other knee, his jacket still held by one button, and smiled at her in such a way that made Lydia think he may be aware of other secrets she held. “Mrs. Carignon is… unique,” Lydia replied, hoping her answer sounded somewhat acceptable. “She certainly has her own style.”

      He genuinely laughed aloud at her, and Lydia couldn’t help but giggle as well. “I cannot disagree with your assessment, Miss de Lisle. That is for certain.”

      Not for the first time, she noticed how handsome he was, especially when he smiled, and a bit of heat began to rise in Lydia’s cheeks. “Forgive me, sir. I’m afraid I do not know your name.”

      “Oh, pardon me. I took for granted that you would remember me. I’m certain we’ve been introduced.” He stood, and Lydia did as well. He waited for her to offer her hand, which she did, and taking it in his, he announced, “Isaac Edwards, my lady. At your service.” He then pressed the back of her hand to his lips and bowed, causing Lydia to giggle all over again before she felt inclined to curtsy. He held her gaze for a long while before they both returned to their seats.

      “Of course, I apologize. I should’ve known.” She had been introduced to him before, though she remembered now she’d been very preoccupied at the time with Henry. It was at a gala event put on by one of the local flour mill owners, just the year before. Lydia hardly remembered anyone from that party. She had been intoxicated with Henry at the time, and he was away at war. She’d just received a letter from him, and it was all she could think about. While it was quite possible she’d seen Mr. Edwards at other events as well, she had never noticed him before. In fact, she hardly noticed any other gentlemen, she’d been so wrapped up in Henry.

      “Don’t apologize,” Mr. Edwards insisted. “I know today is quite an exciting day for you. I’m sure you’ve missed Henry. He was away at war for what, a year? Two? And then to come home and leave again so quickly…. You must be happy to have him back.”

      She couldn’t be sure if he was implying he was aware there was more to her relationship with Henry than what lay on the surface or not, but Lydia chose to do her best to keep her secrets undisclosed. “Yes, my second cousin and I are very close. Though he is several years older than me, we spent quite a lot of time together when I was younger.” She looked around the library, remembering how he used to spend summer days reading to her perched on the sofa across the room. “It is lovely to have him home again.”

      “Do you think you shall continue to spend so much time with him now that he is married and will be looking to start a family of his own?”

      Something in the way Mr. Edwards turned his head when he spoke, how he faintly narrowed his eyes, made Lydia shutter slightly. He did know something, this man who’d apparently followed her into the library. She glanced at the door and then back to his handsome face. He was leaning against the chair back in a completely natural, relaxed, nonthreatening manner, and she couldn’t imagine why it would matter to him that she was having a love affair with the guest of honor. “I’m not certain how often I shall have the opportunity to see Mr. Carignon now that he’s wed,” she replied. “But I do hope his visits are frequent. He’s purchased a home just down the street.”

      “Yes, I know. My bank is handling all of the details,” Mr. Edwards assured her. “In fact, his new estate is very near my own.”

      “You live here in Guilford then?” she asked, not realizing it. “And you work at the bank?”

      “I do.” That smug look was back about him now, and Lydia realized he must be quite important. The fact that he was a banker alone was enough to let her know he was wealthy and from a prominent family. “My father worked at the same bank for several years before he became too ill to work there. I hope someday to become president, as he was, but that should take a few more years, I think.”

      Lydia’s eyebrows lifted. Not only was he important, for some reason, he wanted her to know just how important he truly was. “Well, that would be quite an accomplishment, Mr. Edwards. I sincerely hope that you’re able to achieve that station.”

      “Thank you, Miss de Lisle, but please, call me Isaac, particularly when we are in such an informal setting.”

      Once again, her eyebrows raised of their own accord, and she felt the same heat as before, though this time slightly more intensely. His eyes had a way of seeing through her into parts she had yet to discover about herself, and while the uncomfortableness of their weight was present, part of her felt a familiarity as well. It was unsettling and welcoming at the same time.

      “What about you, Miss de Lisle?” Isaac Edwards asked, shifting in his seat. “You’re not promised to anyone, are you?”

      Her gaze shifted, falling to a spot on the handwoven rug that warmed the marble floor beneath their feet. “No,” she said quietly. “My father is a particular man, and though I’m nearly twenty-one and several suitors have asked for my hand, he prefers to wait.”

      “For anyone in particular?” Isaac asked, leaning forward now, though still not in a threatening way.

      “I’m not sure, if I’m honest,” Lydia replied, meeting his eyes once more. “I think at one point he was hoping to make some sort of an alliance with Alexander Hayes, but since that opportunity has come and passed….”

      “Has it?” Isaac asked, and his eyes crinkled at the corners, as if he knew precisely what Lydia was speaking of but didn’t want her words to be accurate.

      “Yes, I believe so. I am under the impression that Spencer Hayes, Alexander’s only son, is courting Genevieve Cawley.” Isaac winced, an audible sound that had Lydia’s head shifting to the side. “You know her?”

      “I know of her,” he replied, but his answer was not quite the truth. Lydia knew enough about telling lies to see the shades of gray that curled up around the edges of one’s countenance when a response was less than honest.

      “But you didn’t know about their arrangement?” Her question hung in the air between them for a moment.

      “I had heard whispers of such a possibility, but I don’t believe anyone has said for certain. Isn’t she quite young still?”

      “I’m not sure of her age, Mr. Edwards. I know she is younger than I.”

      He shook his head, as if he were trying to remove all thoughts of the auburn beauty from within. “It doesn’t matter. I suppose I’d hate to see another of my clients align themselves with Hayes and his fortune. There’s no need for bank loans when you’re kin to a fellow like Alex Hayes.” He chuckled, a forced smile on his face, and Lydia did her best to believe his only reason for hoping there was no substance to the rumor regarding the young Mr. Hayes and Miss Cawley was all financial in nature, but it was difficult for her to convince herself.

      Lydia glanced at the clock and realized she’d been absent from the party for a long while. If she were to steal off again in a half-hour or so, she’d need to make her presence known for as long as possible before the appointed hour. “I’m sorry, Mr. Edwards. I’m afraid I need to return to the festivities now.”

      He stood, and she did the same. “No need to apologize, Miss de Lisle, and I’m quite certain I asked you to call me Isaac.”

      She nodded as a smile drew itself across her face. “Yes, you did. And I am Lydia.” She offered her hand again, and once more he pressed it to his mouth, though this time the kiss he placed was not all for show, and she felt her heart flutter a bit at the feel of his lips on her flesh.

      Isaac raised his head and met her eyes. “Do you think it would be all right if I were to ask you father if I may call on you now and again, Miss Lydia?”

      Looking away from him was not an option; she was a captive in his dark brown eyes, and she found her head nodding up and down before an answer would even form on her lips. “Yes,” was all she managed to say. There was no reasoning about it, no arguing with herself as to what Henry might think if he knew she was to be courting someone else. He was married after all. She didn’t even bother to ponder whether or not Mr. Isaac Edwards would meet the strict criteria her father had laid out for any man who was interested in calling upon her. The connection between her heart and her head was far greater than anything her conscious mind could control, and so it nodded freely of its own accord, and her lips, once more answered with a distinct, “Yes.”

      Isaac Edwards released her hand but his eyes continued to hold hers as a broad grin spread across his handsome face. “Very well, then. I should like that very much, Miss Lydia.”

      Somehow, she managed a curtsy, which broke the spell he had her under, and Lydia hurried to the library doors, her heart beating out of her chest as she pushed through the thick oak doors, hoping she would find a way to keep the emotions springing forth buried as she had so many times before. But this was different than the lies she’d had to tell about Henry. This was something else. What it was exactly, she wasn’t sure, but thoughts of the discovery had her tingling with excitement.
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      Chateau de Papillon was a grand estate set on almost ten acres overlooking most of Guilford. Lydia’s great-grandfather, Pierre de Lisle, had built it before the Revolutionary War. Having made his fortune in fur trapping, he decided to settle close to the ocean, though not on the coast, and at the time, the nearly uninhabited area seemed the perfect spot to build a home that rivaled the chateaus of France. Three-stories tall, with ample attic space for servants, the chateau looked much like a castle with its turrets and stone exterior, though the sloping roofs were a clear indicator that this particular castle was completely French influenced. It was his wife’s love of butterflies that had drawn the name, and the expansive gardens in the back brought them in by the dozens. Lydia had heard stories of how her great-grandmother Lissette would sit for hours on a bench and let the butterflies dance around her, how some would even land on her nose. When she was a little girl, Lydia would sit quietly in the garden for as long as she could, but never once had a butterfly landed on her nose, not even on her hand, so she’d abandoned the possibility for more practical pursuits, like chasing the birds or feeding her father’s champion horses.

      Lydia’s mother had done her best to make the inside of the chateau as warm and inviting as possible, though it was difficult with marble and travertine floors throughout and walls that towered overhead, supporting dark timber beams. The artwork in her parents’ collection rivaled any museum on the continent, and that included the tapestries her mother moved and rehung frequently, attempting to somehow increase the coziness of a home that refused to be inviting. Rugs covered much of the stone floor, which Lydia appreciated on cold winter mornings, but beneath them, the foundation of Chateau de Papillon was as functional and firm as it had been when her great-grandfather constructed the estate nearly a hundred years ago.

      She thought of none of that now as she hurried up a spiral staircase in the rear of the home, just off of the kitchen, tucked into an alcove near a wing of guest bedrooms. Lydia paid attention to each step, careful her feet didn’t echo through the house and that no one was paying her any attention. At the top of the staircase, she pushed through a door that led to her father’s office. Located in one of the turrets, it had a lovely view of the back gardens. Careful not to disturb the papers on his desk, she found the button she was looking for easily, and a secret door in the bookcase opened up, leading to another stairwell. Lydia stole inside and headed up the stairs as the door closed behind her. She was certain it would open again momentarily, however, and she could hardly contain her excitement.

      This time, she didn’t mind if her footfalls were noisy as there were only five people alive who knew of this particular staircase. Her father and his man, Gerard, were busy with guests. Her mother thought this place was haunted and refused to ever step foot inside of it, and the fifth person, should she count herself the fourth, should be on his way shortly.

      Hardly any light found its way here. There was a window high above the little room in what would’ve been the attic if that floor extended into the turret, but that was all, and at this time of evening, when the sun was fading low behind the horizon, there was nothing but a few streaks of moonlight illuminating her path. Yet, Lydia didn’t mind. These stairs were old friends. She’d begun visiting this area when she was a small child, finding it a safe place to sit and daydream or play with her dolls where she wasn’t underfoot. Later, she’d shown this place to Henry, and they’d sat for hours reading books in French and telling stories. When she was fifteen, those stories and French poems turned into something else when he’d completed “Ode à Cassandre” by Ronsard and then found her lips with his.

      Up until that time, Lydia had fancied herself nothing but a schoolgirl who admired her older cousin from afar. With his good looks and charm, he was always the center of attention at any ball or gala they attended, and while she’d spent many a sleepless night wondering what it might be like to have his soft lips pressed against her own, she’d never imagined he felt anything for her, apart from the fondness one might develop for a friend or a distant relation. However, when his kisses deepened, and his caresses intensified, Lydia had found herself falling into the unknown with a breathless smile on her face.

      Now, five years past when they’d first made love here, even stepping into the room was exhilarating. A clandestine smile spread across Lydia’s face as she picked up the blankets she’d brought up here ages ago and shook them out. A musty smell and a bit of dust greeted her, but they would do. The blankets were never soiled, however, thanks to Henry’s diligent use of his trusty lambskin, though there was a slight odor of perspiration when she held the blanket too closely. She let it drop back to the floor, spreading it around a bit, and then waited for the familiar sound of boots on the stairs.

      It didn’t take long, though he was slightly late. She knew he would be. It was always difficult for Henry to slip away from a crowd because everyone wanted to speak with him. When he was gone, people noticed. How he ever managed to explain an absence of ten or fifteen minutes such as this was beyond her, but she didn’t let any of that bother her once he reached the top of the stairs. “Oh, Lydia. How I’ve missed you!”

      Henry crossed the short distance between them as Lydia leapt into his arms. His mouth came down on hers hard, and his hands began to unfasten the parts of her clothing he’d need to loosen or remove before he even lowered her to the floor. His lips traced her neck, finding her earlobe and sending a quaking down through her spine as the feel of his fingers seeking out her flesh made Lydia cry out in delight. “Oh, Henry,” she whispered. “It’s been far too long.”

      “I know,” he agreed, fighting his own trousers now that Lydia’s gown and undergarments were taken care of. “I hope I never have to leave you again.” She watched as he pulled the lambskin out of an interior pocket of his jacket and slipped it on before shrugging out of his coat and discarding it. A sigh of relief overcame her; she’d worried he’d left it at home. He thrust his tongue into her welcoming mouth and plunged inside her with such fever, Lydia wondered if his honeymoon had been anything more than a trip abroad.

      Whenever they were together, it was always hurried since the chances one or both of them would be missed were great, even when they had only Lydia’s family to consider. But this particular tryst was even more rushed than usual. Perhaps it was the fact that Henry might be missed at the party thrown in his honor, or maybe his longing for her over the course of his visit to Europe had him feeling especially amorous, but Henry’s gentle nature was completely masked in his arduous love making, and within a few moments of him arriving in their secluded location, he began to breathe in short, heavy gasps. Lydia braced herself for what she knew was coming, brushing her own disappointment aside. There was a strange sound she hadn’t noticed before and then a wetness filled her as Henry dropped his head and gave one final groan.

      Lydia was confused at first, not quite sure what had happened, but after two deep breaths, Henry extracted himself from her, leaving a wet trail along her inner thigh, and it suddenly occurred to her what must’ve happened. “Henry? Did it break?” she asked, sitting up and pulling her skirts aside, afraid some of the sticky liquid might stain her gown.

      “I’m afraid so,” he replied, pulling the lambskin free and tucking himself back inside his breeches.

      It was nearly rent in two and was dripping on the blanket. “Well, don’t you have a handkerchief or something?” she asked, unaccustomed to the sensation and not wanting to leave any sort of evidence of their transgressions. Henry was a married man now, after all, and while the risk of her parents finding out had always been dangerous, it seemed worse to Lydia somehow now that he had a wife.

      He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket, and she reached for it, but he wrapped it around the spent lambskin instead. It was her turn to let out a groan—this one of irritation—as she withdrew her own handkerchief, the one he’d given her, the one she treasured, and mopped up the substance on her leg the best she could. She scrubbed away as much as possible from where it still seeped into the blanket beneath her before righting her clothing and examining the blanket itself. It was a dark color, and she supposed one would really have to be looking to notice anything unusual. With a huff, she swiped it up into a ball and up against the rounded wall.

      “I’m so sorry, Lydie,” Henry said softly, taking her handkerchief and wrapping it around the one he still held before shoving the whole mess back into the interior pocket.

      “You’ll be careful to dispose of that someplace where it won’t be found?” she asked, giving him a sharp look which would’ve been difficult to see in the moonlight if he didn’t know her so well.

      “Yes, of course. Now, come here. Let me hold you.”

      Lydia leaned into his arms, resting her head on his chest as he scooted back and made contact with the brick wall. It was chilly here, too, as it had been in the library, but she hadn’t noticed until just then. The thrill of being with him had kept her warm. Now that it was over, she was left feeling unsettled and cold inside. With a sigh, she sat up a bit so that she could look at him. “Did you… that is… have you…?”

      “Are you asking if I’ve consummated my marriage to the peacock?” he asked making her giggle because he was the only other one who knew of the nickname she’d formulated for his wife. “Lydie, why ask such things? Let us just spend these last few minutes together while we can.”

      His non-answer was response enough. She settled her head back against his chest, trying to concentrate on the feel of his strong arms around her, but knowing that he’d been with her, recently, made her stomach churn. When Henry had first announced his engagement, Lydia had been outraged. She’d just assumed eventually they would come to tell her parents that they were in love, that they would be married. But Henry had gotten her alone long enough to explain that he was doing what was best for both of them, that the widow Benson was an extremely wealthy woman, and if he was able to take over her deceased husband’s business and gain control of her fortune, it would be for the best for Lydia as well.

      Lydia was never one to care too much about riches, though she thought that might be because she’d always had everything she ever wanted. In a way, however, growing up in a chateau of this size, on this extensive piece of property, had left her longing for human contact. It was easy enough to be unintentionally left alone in such a place for weeks at a time. Her mother was attentive enough, and Lydia always had plenty of attention from the servants when she needed it, but her father had never been one for lavishing her with anything more than gifts—not love or affection. Even a touch on the cheek or a pat on the head would’ve meant more to her than the baubles and dolls he often left in her room for her. Perhaps that’s why she’d grown so fond of Henry as a little girl. He wasn’t quite old enough to be her father, but she had certainly found in him the solace she’d been missing, the attention she’d required.

      The thought made her draw her head back. Was she in love with Henry, or was he just a placeholder for something she’d been missing out on in her life? Now that he was wed to the former Mrs. Benson, he would be absent even more than before, not only trying to run a factory but also to establish himself as one of the Baltimore elite? How could Lydia possibly fit into such a life?

      “What is it, my little papillon?” he asked stroking her light hair with his rough hand.

      Her first response was to dismiss her inner dialogue and assure him it was nothing, but Lydia had never been one for biting her tongue. “I was just supposing… I will marry someday as well.”

      Henry snickered. It wasn’t becoming of him. “Whatever makes you say such a thing now, after we’ve made love, and I am holding you next to my heart, Lydie? Are you trying to hurt me?”

      “Hurt you?” She scooted back away from him a bit so that she could better face him. “You’ve already gone and wed; I’m only just considering the possibility. How do you think it makes me feel? And you said it would be a marriage in name only, but clearly that is not the case.”

      “I don’t believe I ever said that,” Henry argued, also turning to face her. The faint light left much of his expression to Lydia’s imagination, but she knew the face he would be making, the one that said he was a grown man, and she was nothing more than a senseless little girl. “Yes, I suppose your father will continue to interview prospects, but I don’t think any shall meet his high standards.”

      “You think I shall remain an old maid forever, then?”

      “Possibly.” Henry let out a loud sigh, a tactic he used to disarm her. He reached for her, his hands encircling her arms, pulling her gently toward him. “Must we fight, Lydie? Our time together is so short.”

      It wouldn’t work this time. She shook herself free. “And whose fault is that, Henry?”

      “It is your mother’s,” he answered quickly. “She’s the one who insists I be present every moment of every event she throws, whether it is in my honor such as this one or not.”

      “Well, perhaps you better be going then. You wouldn’t want to disappoint my mother.”

      “Lydia….”

      She stood and turned her back to him, finished with their discussion and finally beginning to let reality sink in. Now that Henry officially belonged to someone else, the situation had grown more serious, and she knew the only person who stood to get hurt in this triangle was herself.

      He came up behind her, encircled her with his arms, and she leaned slightly backward into his chest, out of habit. Or did she want to? Did she need to? He kissed her neck, leaving a trail of kisses from her shoulder to her ear. “I do love you, Lydie. You know that.”

      She turned around slowly as his grip loosened and then his hands came to rest on her hips. “I know you do. I love you, too, Henry.” He brought his lips down to meet hers as she rose on her tiptoes, but when he pulled away, the kiss had a finality about it, an emotion Lydia thought perhaps she was the only one to recognize. He smiled at her the way he always did when he was leaving, a look of “thank you and I shall see you again,” and she did not correct him, but as she stood listening to the stairs creak in the darkness, giving him time to reestablish himself, to explain his absence, something in Lydia’s heart knew she’d never be with Henry Carignon again.

      Henry stepped out of Arthur de Lisle’s office and had a look around. He could hear voices down the hallway, but seeing no one, he decided to take a short trip through the kitchen to find the waste basket and dispose of the items he’d stowed away in his pocket. The broken lambskin was a concern. He’d have to get a new one. Once again, he checked over his shoulder, seeing only a few household servants who were paying him no mind, as he dropped the soiled handkerchiefs and the lambskin into the waste pile and buried them under a few layers of rotting food. He found a cloth on one of the counters, wiped his hand, and then slipped back into the party. If any of the household workers noticed him, they’d say nothing. It wouldn’t be entirely unusual for him to have used the back staircase or to come and check on them. He was family, after all, and this was an event held in his honor. He blended back in with the happy partygoers never noticing the gentleman who followed him to the waste pile, continuing the investigation he’d begun when he first observed Lydia de Lisle disappearing into her father’s office almost an hour ago.
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      Isaac Edwards lived in a large house just down the hill and a few blocks over from the enormous estate of the de Lisle family, and while he was a bit envious of their wealth, he did not covet having such a monstrosity of a home to care for. If Chateau de Papillon was a castle, then Edwards’s home was a manor house when it came to size, though in form, it did not replicate the dwellings of lords or gents of the court. Rather, his home was a two-story Gothic with a presence all its own. It sat only twenty or thirty yards from the street, as did all of the homes in this particular neighborhood, with a white picket fence serving as the only moat. It towered above him as he peered up from the sidewalk and reveled in the fact that he’d been able to build this home for himself only a few years ago. The windows in the front of the house were covered in heavy curtains to keep out the noise from the street, but the twilight moon winked off of the glass, and he felt welcomed home by a friend, as if the house had somehow missed him these past few hours while he was away at Henry and Carlotta Carignon’s event.

      A servant he could not name opened the door, taking his hat and topcoat from him and hanging them in the proper locations. It had been nearly two years since the home had been completed, but standing in the foyer and gazing up the elaborate staircase always made Isaac feel important, as if he had accomplished some great feat. “Where is Mrs. Wetzel?” he asked, pulling his eyes away from the grand stairwell long enough to face the servant.

      He was a tall, thin man with tints of red in his blond hair, and Isaac knew he’d been working here for a little while, though he still couldn’t name him. “I believe she is in her chambers, sir. Mr. Wetzel is feeling quite under the weather still.”

      “Yes, of course he is,” Isaac muttered, knowing full well the old man’s days were numbered. “Very well. Will you ask one of the girls to bring tea for the two of us to her chambers, please?”

      “Yes, of course, sir.” He nodded but waited for Isaac to begin his ascension up the staircase before taking off toward the kitchen.

      Of all the servants, and there had to be six or eight of them, he didn’t quite know, the only two he knew by name weren’t really servants at all, not in Isaac’s mind anyway. Mr. Frederick Wetzel and his dear wife, Margaret, had practically raised Isaac. When his mother had died giving birth to his stillborn brother, Mrs. Wetzel had filled that void for the then four-year-old. And when his father had all but abandoned him, losing himself in his work, Mr. Wetzel had been there to teach him how to be a man. While Robert Edwards credited his son’s success to good genes, a proper family name, and inheriting his business sense, Isaac knew he owed more to Frederick and Margaret Wetzel than he could easily express.

      Their chambers were on the second floor, not in the attic like the other servants. In fact, the room was so large and opulent, designed with Mrs. Wetzel’s preferences in mind, that one might assume they were relations of Mr. Edwards or that they were prestigious guests. He knocked lightly on the dark mahogany door and waited until he heard Mrs. Wetzel’s soft, “Yes?” before entering.

      She was sitting in an armchair pulled next to the bed, her husband propped up on a half a dozen pillows. The red velvet curtains that adorned the bed matched the chair, the curtains on the windows, and the bedspread, though the materials were not all the same. It gave a regal look to the room, along with the dark wood and golden trims. Mrs. Wetzel had decided if Isaac was willing to allow her to decorate their chambers however she wanted, she may as well pretend to be someone of importance. He had insisted she was one of the most significant people in the world to him. Now, seeing her looking so weary, wringing her hands as she watched her frail husband rest, Isaac wished there was something he could do to comfort both of them.

      “How is he?” Isaac asked, drawing a second chair away from the wall so that he could sit next to his dearest friends in the world.

      “I’m afraid not well,” Mrs. Wetzel said quietly. She was wearing her makeup the way that Frederick preferred it, as she had been these past few months, and while it had certainly taken some getting used to on Isaac’s part, he hardly noticed it now. Frederick’s eyesight was failing him, and he said he wanted to see Margaret’s face, to remember how beautiful she was. So she painted herself up in an attempt for his weak eyes to notice her features. Her lips were bright red, rouge outlined her cheeks, and even her eyes were done up with a thick, black substance and a bright blue on their lids. Her graying hair was curled around her wrinkled face, the bun on her head done in the same style she would’ve worn it when they were courting almost half a century ago. While her appearance did give visitors a start, and Isaac had went as far to ask her not to draw much attention to herself while she was wearing her makeup thusly, most of Isaac’s closest friends and colleagues were aware of the situation, and since he wasn’t one to throw elaborate get-togethers such as the one he’d just come from, he saw no harm in letting his beloved Mrs. Wetzel do whatever she needed to in order to comfort her dying husband.
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