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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            NEWS OF A PRODIGAL SON

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days before Easter, 1839, Roth House, Park Lane, Mayfair

      For the fourth time in the past hour, Vivian blew the strands of her wilting ringlets from the side of her face in a huff.

      For the fourth time, Miss Pipkins heard the puff of air and gave her a quelling glance. “Now, Lady Vivian. It’s really not ladylike to be blowing air like that,” the former governess scolded.

      “Oh, I wasn’t aware my puffs were loud enough to be heard,” Vivian replied, deciding she was in an ornery mood. She had woken up feeling peckish, and despite a cup of chocolate and a hearty breakfast, the late afternoon hour had her feeling the same as she had that morning.

      Hungry. Impatient. Annoyed.

      Ready to do battle.

      She wondered how those who went into battle girded their loins.

      Were they truly doing some sort of hardening of their nether region? Or was it a reference to the clothes they wore to cover the space at the top of their thighs? Perhaps it meant gathering up the fabric and securing it so it would allow more freedom of movement.

      Her gaze went to the curved crossed swords hanging on the wall above the fireplace mantel. Father had brought them back from India, claiming they were a more civilized weapon of war.

      As if war was ever civil.

      Charles Wentworth, Earl of Roth, had learned too late there was nothing civil about war. His slow death due to an injury sustained fighting in Greece’s war for independence was proof. That he had died much like Lord Byron had perished did not improve the situation.

      Worse was the fact that Vivian’s much younger brother, Hugh, had inherited the Roth earldom far sooner than he should have. Far sooner than his limited understanding of government and management skills would allow him to oversee. Why, he couldn’t even sit at the carver in the dining room without some sort of box beneath his bottom.

      Hugh was only six years old, after all.

      At least he’d been breeched.

      Imagining how she might rearrange her gown in an effort to free her legs, remove the swords from their display hooks, and prepare for battle, Vivian was prevented from completing the mental preparation when she noted her former governess’ expression.

      “Whatever is going through that imaginative mind of yours, make it stop,” Miss Pipkins warned.

      Vivian blinked, not quite ready to engage the woman who was now essentially her paid companion.

      She was still mentally girding her loins.

      “I was only thinking of what an embroidery of my father’s swords might look like,” she lied. “How I could use that silver thread that Messrs. Harding, Howell, and Company carry in their shop to fill in the blades. A bit of gold metallic thread on the hilts to enhance them,” she went on, rather liking how Miss Pipkins actually turned her attention to the crossed swords, her eyes widening in wonder.

      “Why that would make for an interesting embroidery,” the governess said softly. “Yes, I can see it in my mind’s eye.”

      That was the problem with Miss Pipkins. She could see far too much with her mind’s eye. She was constantly imagining the worst, and always when it applied to her charge.

      At her age of four-and-twenty, Vivian had come to realize her governess would end up spending the rest of her days in the Wentworth household—despite the fact that Vivian lived with her mother and younger brother. She had a lady’s maid who could accompany her shopping or on a ride with a gentleman, but for some reason, Miss Pipkins had been kept on in her position.

      Feigning indifference to the idea of the crossed swords stitchery, Vivian said, “I’ve changed my mind.” She turned her gaze on the embroidery she’d been working on for over a week.

      The never-ending stitchery, she had dubbed it, for she had removed as many stitches as she had put into the cloth in an effort to produce whatever the image was supposed to be. She had long since forgotten the inspiration behind it. She would be forgetting her manners, too, if she didn’t have some sort of sustenance and soon.

      As if the sustenance gods had heard her prayer, a maid wheeled the teacart into the parlor.

      “Milk, sugar, a Dutch biscuit and a slice of cake,” Vivian blurted, before the maid had even reached the middle of the parlor. “Sounds like a perfect tea to me,” she quickly added. “I can do the honors.”

      “Yes, my lady,” the maid replied at the same time Miss Pipkins scoffed loudly.

      “Lady Vivian,” she scolded. “You must wait until the tea tray is set before your hostess before you make your selections known.”

      “Oh, please, Miss Pipkins. It’s only the two of us. I think when I am the mistress of my own household, I shall have a tea tray set up all the time. I shouldn’t want any of my guests to have to wait one more minute than necessary to enjoy their tea.”

      “But the water will be cold,” Miss Pipkins argued.

      “Not in my house,” Vivian countered. “I shall have hot water brought up every half-hour. Cakes added as the day goes along. More biscuits after each set of callers departs. No one shall be wanting after they leave my parlor.”

      The governess looked as if she was about to faint. “Oh, Lady Vivian,” she said on an exaggerated sigh. “I fear you will end up a spinster given your daft ideas.”

      At that moment, Grace, Vivian’s mother, entered the parlor, a hand going to her middle. “Oh, thank the gods. I’m starving,” she announced as she hurried to the tea cart and helped herself to a lemon biscuit.

      Once again, Miss Pipkins looked as if she were about to swoon.

      “Vivian, you really must do the honors,” Grace said from where she had settled into the upholstered chair opposite of Vivian’s. “I have news and it cannot wait for dinner.”

      The mention of dinner had Vivian’s eyes widening. “Good, because tonight I’ll be having dinner at Bostwick House. Christina invited me,” she said with a good deal of excitement. Dinners at Bostwick House were something she could look forward to at least once a fortnight. Different company meant different conversation. A different house meant she wasn’t under Miss Pipkins’ continual glare of disapproval.

      “Did you let Thompkins know so he could order the coach-and-four?”

      Given how long the afternoon had dragged on, Vivian could hardly remember having mentioned it to the Roth House butler. “I did. I depart at six o’clock,” she said as she poured her mother a cup of tea, added a dollop of milk and a lump of sugar. She handed it to the middle-aged matron. “Please do share your news,” she added as she poured another cup and handed it to Miss Pipkins. The governess didn’t add anything to her tea, which only made her seem even more like a sourpuss.

      “I’ve just seen Agnes at the bazaar,” Grace said, lowering her voice as if the news wasn’t to be heard by Miss Pipkins.

      Agnes, Vivian knew, was Countess Weatherstone, she of the first-ball-of-the-Season fame and wife of the Earl of Weatherstone, whose gardens were the envy of every other gardener in London. They were also the breeding grounds of sorts for the aristocracy. Who knew how many heirs had been conceived between the perfectly trimmed hedgerows or in the presence of the statue of Cupid? The lack of light beyond the Japanese lanterns strung up during balls made his gardens the perfect place for illicit affaires and stolen kisses.

      Grace inhaled and held her breath a moment before she announced, “Viscount Cougham is returning from his Grand Tour.”

      Vivian’s teacup threatened to dislodge itself from its saucer as she looked up from the cake plate and stared at her mother.

      “Bash?” she said in a hoarse whisper.

      “Oh, I really don’t think it’s appropriate to refer to him as such any longer, darling,” Grace replied. “He must be—”

      “Four-and-thirty,” Vivian said, settling back into her chair. She knew Sebastian Peele’s age because when she’d been twelve, he’d been nearly two-and-twenty and had teased her mercilessly over her unnatural height.

      Well, she couldn’t help that she was taller than any other woman she knew, or that she was taller than almost all the men in London.

      Thank the gods for the Grandby men—they were taller. But they were all older than she was. And they were all married.

      Well, Bash was taller, too, but he had never really grown up. Now that he was returning to British shores, Vivian was quite sure he would be racing a coach-and-four at midnight. On some road outside of London. Against some unsuspecting young buck who had no idea how long Bash had held the record for the longest—and fastest—drive.

      Vivian was fairly sure Bash had done such outrageous acts to prevent boredom, for right about now, driving a coach-and-four at break-neck speeds at midnight sounded rather exhilarating.

      Exciting.

      Fun.

      How did the other young ladies of the ton abide the everyday boredom and strict rules that came with the unfortunate circumstance of being a young, unmarried lady? How did they continually bite their tongues when they wanted nothing more than to lash out and argue with those who saw to their upbringing?

      A week ago, she wouldn’t have given a second thought to Miss Pipkins’ rebukes, but having spent an afternoon in the company of her good friend, Christina Bennett-Jones, on the bench of a phaeton traveling at a good clip along Rotten Row, she was beginning to wonder how she had managed to rein in her growing need to do something. To experience excitement. To revel in all of what life in London had to offer.

      That her friend’s father, George Bennett-Jones, Viscount Bostwick, had been the one to teach Christina how to drive his high-perch phaeton—and then had allowed her to do it—had Vivian wishing the viscount could be her adoptive father. She would never be allowed to drive so much as a gig if Miss Pipkins had anything to say about it.

      Nor would her governess ever allow her to gamble, but Christina’s father had taught his daughter how to do that, too. “For when you’re married and allowed to attend the matrons’ card parties,” he had said as an excuse.

      Christina said it was because he really just wanted someone to practice with to help him prepare for the rare evenings that he spent at his club.

      Vivian shook herself from her reverie at the thought of gambling. Bash had been an inveterate gambler before his departure for the Continent. Apparently, he’d been rather good at it, taking in more than he bet and limiting his wagers to stay within his generous allowance.

      Perhaps he received a larger allowance because he was an only son.

      “Lord Cougham was terribly old for a Grand Tour,” Grace remarked. “Why, most young men do that trip when they are newly out of university.”

      Vivian sipped her tea and held back what she wanted to say—that Bash had taken far longer than usual to complete university. Frequent suspensions and a habit of not attending classes helped in that regard. “Most men also only go on their tour for a year or two,” Grace mused. “I believe the viscount has been gone from London for four years.”

      Four years, two months and twenty-three days, but Vivian wasn’t counting.

      “Do you suppose he’s taken a European to wife?” Grace asked, her eyes rounding.

      Vivian blinked, about to say, “Probably at gunpoint.” On the one hand, she couldn’t imagine a young lady’s father allowing such a union, but what if Bash had been caught ruining the poor girl? If Bash had married, she wanted to know where to send the sympathy note. Not to him, of course, but to the wife. “I’m sure Lady Weatherstone would have mentioned it if he had,” she said.

      “Oh, you’re right, of course. Agnes has been desperate for grandchildren ever since Cougham was old enough to attend balls.”

      About to suggest there were probably dozens of them scattered across the European continent, Vivian remembered Miss Pipkins was still in the parlor, and she instead said, “I suppose he’ll be in search of a wife at his parents’ ball Tuesday night.”

      The Weatherstone ball would be a crush. Everyone who was anyone in the aristocracy, and some who weren’t, would be in attendance. Agnes Weatherstone had sent invitations to those on the fringes of the ton—bankers, goldsmiths, wealthy merchants and even some sea captains—as well as the usual Mayfair crowd.

      By the time she had attended her fourth ball at the Weatherstone’s nearby mansion, with not a suitor in sight, Vivian imagined she might draw the attention of an especially rich merchant or a goldsmith. End up married and living in the lap of luxury with a small dog at her feet and her very own modiste to make her a new wardrobe every Season.

      Alas, there were no suitors from among those who had money. The only man who had shown her any interest was a stubbed-nose baron who was at least a foot shorter than her and in desperate need of a dowry to pay off his gambling debt.

      Well, and Bash.

      But the viscount’s interest was only in teasing her. Making fun of her height and the length of her slippers—she had to have long feet in order to keep her balance. Calling her names like ‘Vivian Longstocking’, because, well, her stockings had to be longer than usual to be tied above her knee. ‘Viv the Tall,’ because, well, she was tall, but never taller than him. ‘Vi of My Eye,’ because...

      She blinked. She wasn’t quite sure why he called her that, or why he looked so besotted when he said it.

      Perhaps he was meaning to say “sty in my eye.”

      For a time, she had thought he looked at her like that because he felt sorry for her. She hated him for it, though, and she huffed and puffed and blew her ringlets to oblivion when she remembered his expression.

      Remembered what his eyes looked like. How they settled on her, almost as if he was trying to memorize something he could tease her about the next time they met.

      “If only you were five years older,” he had once said.

      She’d been sixteen back then, and he’d been expelled from Cambridge for the second or third time.

      “Did you hear me, darling?” Grace asked as she leaned forward.

      Vivian’s eyes widened when she realized her mother had obviously said something that required a response. So often, the woman could carry on a conversation all by herself. “You think he’ll be on the hunt for a wife,” Vivian said, pretending she had been listening all along.

      Grace settled back in her chair and sighed. “There’s no reason why it can’t be you,” she said.

      Vivian stared at the biscuit on her plate and then jerked when her mother’s words were finally comprehended. “Oh, I can think of several.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THE PRODIGAL SON RETURNS

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Weatherstone Manor, Park Lane, Mayfair

      Agnes Peele, Countess of Weatherstone, stared at the very tall man who was taking up most of the available space in the vestibule of Weatherstone Manor. “Sebastian? Is that you?”

      The brown-haired, browned-eyed Viscount Cougham tore his attention away from the butler, his face splitting into a huge grin. “Mother,” he said as he approached her.

      He bowed, took both her hands to his lips and bestowed kisses on her knuckles. “You haven’t changed a bit,” he said in a quiet voice, keeping hold of her hands even as he stepped back.

      Agnes stared at her son and then blinked. “You look... well,” she said, as if she expected him to look as if he was on death’s door.

      “Thank you. I slept like the dead last night. Travel on the sea seems to agree with me,” he replied. He looked beyond her to the main hall. “Is Father at home?”

      Agnes’ gaze swept from the tips of his booted toes to the top of his head. Sebastian’s hair appeared suitably combed, and the forelock that usually bounced about on his forehead was missing. “He’s in the gardens, darling. How was your Grand Tour?”

      Sebastian straightened and seemed to contemplate his answer before he said, “It was enlightening, Mother. I would recommend it to any young man in search of answers. You did get my letters, I hope?”

      Agnes’ eyes rounded. “Well, a few, I suppose,” she replied, her facial expression suggesting someone had taken possession of her son.

      Not that she wanted the original version back, necessarily. This one was very polite. Much calmer. Sedate, even.

      Not the hell-bent-for-leather version that had left on his very delayed Grand Tour four years prior. The one who had raced coach-and-fours one-handed in the middle of the night and gambled at his men’s club until dawn grayed the skies over London. The one who bet on horse races and was even known to ride one in a steeple chase when its jockey came down with an illness at post time.

      The one who would one day be the Earl of Weatherstone, if he didn’t perish in one of his many acts of derring-do.

      Since there wasn’t a spare heir, Sebastian Peele’s death would mean his cousin would inherit. Four years ago, Agnes might have wished for such an outcome so that the Weatherstone earldom would be left in good hands.

      Now she was beginning to think her son might be suited to the job.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked, about to give instructions to the butler to see to a cold collation for a late luncheon.

      “I’ll be fine until tea time,” Sebastian replied. He finally let go of her hands and added, “I’ll go to the gardens and inform Father I have returned.”

      Watching her son make his way toward the back of the house, Agnes almost felt light-headed. Almost felt as if she might faint. Almost did, but managed to blink away the gray at the edges of her vision when Gilbert said, “Lord Cougham seems in good spirits.”

      Agnes turned to the butler who had been a bastion at the manor house since the turn of the century. “Lord Cougham seems like a completely different man,” she countered.

      Gilbert angled his head to one side. “Perhaps he is, my lady.”

      

      Meanwhile, in the west gardens

      “Now this looks new,” Sebastian said as he approached the area where he found his aged father digging in a patch of freshly turned earth.

      William, Earl of Weatherstone, looked up from where he knelt and let out a hearty guffaw. “Thought it past time I added a garden on the west side. Take advantage of the afternoon sun, when there is some.” He did a double-take. “Bash?”

      “The one and only, I should hope,” Sebastian replied. He held out a hand and helped his father to his feet, wincing when he saw how hunched over the earl had become since he’d last seen him.

      “The gossip is true, it seems,” Weatherstone said. “My man of business said there hadn’t been any charges from the Continent in over a month. Said you were probably on a ship bound for British shores.”

      Sebastian furrowed a brow. “Other than the bill for a room in Barcelona a fortnight ago, there shouldn’t have been any charges from the Continent in the past two years,” he claimed.

      “Found a young widow to live with, did you?” his father asked, his brows waggling.

      Once again wincing, Sebastian said, “The monks of St. Bernard are the farthest possible entities from a Merry Widow, Father.”

      Weatherstone stepped back and stared up at his much taller son. “Monks?” he repeated.

      Sebastian nodded. “I found their monastery in the Alps—or rather their dogs found me—and I spent the past two years in their company,” he explained. “It was enlightening.”

      Weatherstone blinked. He blinked again and looked beyond his son a moment. “Where is Lord Cougham, and what have you done to him?”

      Allowing a wan grin, Sebastian sighed. “I left him back in Greece. He was far too joyous with the Greeks. They love their independence. A bit too chuffed by all the attention he received everywhere he went.”

      “That would be because of all the blunt you left in your wake,” Weatherstone murmured.

      Sebastian nodded. “Perhaps.”

      “Did you take vows?” Weatherstone asked, his bushy gray brows rising in delayed astonishment at the news his son had spent two years in a monastery.

      Sighing, Sebastian said, “I wanted to, but I did not. The monks understood I had to return to England and do my duty for the Weatherstone earldom,” he explained. “We departed on very good terms, though, and I’ve been told I shall be welcomed there should I ever return.”

      Weatherstone stared at his son for a very long time before he said, “What happened to you?”

      His son gave a start. “What do you mean?”

      The earl allowed an audible sigh. “Something had to have happened to have you go to a monastery and live with monks for so long,” he claimed. “Did some Italian count threaten you with a sword for having tupped his wife?”

      “It was a duke, actually, but that’s not the reason,” Sebastian replied. “And contrary to what the gossip sheets had me doing with that Spanish opera singer, I never even met her in person.”

      “What about the Greek princess?”

      Sebastian blinked, grimacing a moment before he finally allowed a nod. Apparently the gossip sheets on the Continent had made their way across the Channel. “I assure you, Father, she was not a virgin.”

      “Did you get a child on her?”

      Sebastian’s eyes rounded. “I did not. I always carried French letters with me.”

      “But did you use them?” Weatherstone hissed.

      “Yes, Father. I might have been a randy fool when I departed for my tour, but I was not foolish whilst on it,” Sebastian replied.

      Weatherstone seemed to shrink back into his bent body. “So... what happened to drive you to live the life of a monk for... for two years, did you say?”

      Nodding, Sebastian said, “A couple of dogs found me.”

      “Dogs?”

      “Rather large dogs. White and brown and quite affectionate. They slobbered incessantly.”

      Glancing around the gardens as if he expected the dogs to be digging up his newly planted bulbs, Weatherstone arched a brow. “Where are they now?”

      “Well, still at the monastery, I should hope. Ready to rescue the next wayward traveler who has underprepared for his trip and finds himself near frozen to death whilst attempting to ski.”

      “Ski?” Weatherstone repeated.

      “It’s quite exhilarating,” Sebastian said with the first excitement he had shown since returning to Weatherstone Manor. “But... dangerous if you’re not familiar with the terrain.”

      “So... dogs found you and...?”

      “One carried a small keg of rather wonderful brandy, Father. They make it there at the monastery. Before I could even take more than a single swallow, though, the dogs dragged me by the collar to the monastery. The monks saw to defrosting me, and the rest...” He shrugged. “I am a different man, Father. A better man, I should hope.”

      Weatherstone stared at his son for a very long time. “No more driving horses at breakneck speeds?” he queried.

      Sebastian shook his head.

      “No more staying out all night, drinking and—?”

      “No more, Father.”

      Weatherstone blinked. “Well, what will you do with yourself?” he asked in alarm.

      “Learn what I must to run the earldom?” Sebastian suggested. “Court someone? Marry? Sire an heir and a spare? It’s past time I saw to doing my duty.”

      Taking a few steps backwards as if he was having a hard time keeping his balance, the earl stared at his son in astonishment. “Tell me, Bash. Do these monks accept donations?”

      Bash grinned and dipped his head. “They do. I left all I could with them before I departed.”

      “Which means you’ll probably need some blunt tonight,” Weatherstone hinted.

      “If it’s all the same, I think I should like to spend this evening here at home. Catch up on my correspondence and such.”

      Weatherstone stared at his son in quiet contemplation before he finally nodded. “Very well,” he replied.

      Had anyone given him the slightest of nudges, he would have fallen to the ground in a dead faint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            ANTICIPATING A DINNER GUEST

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Bostwick House, Park Lane, Mayfair

      “That’s not fair, Father,” Christina Bennett-Jones complained when George Bennett-Jones placed his cards on the red felt card table, his hand clearly beating the one she held in that phase of play. They’d been ensconced in a game of two-handed whist since his return from Angelo’s.

      George smirked. “You’ll catch on. And besides, you’ll usually have a partner. It’s easier with four players,” he explained.

      “I really wish Vivian’s governess would allow her to play,” Christina murmured. “Miss Pipkins is so strict, I feel sorry for Vivian.”

      “I’m sure Miss Pipkins is only doing what she thinks is best,” George replied, gathering up the cards to shuffle them. “Until Lady Roth remarries—”

      “Oh, I don’t think she will.”

      “—or Lady Vivian marries—”

      “That’s rather unlikely.”

      “There’s every reason to keep her under Miss Pipkin’s protection,” he said. He straightened, the cards forgotten, and furrowed a brow. “Why do you think it unlikely she will marry? She’s an earl’s daughter.”

      Christina angled her head to one side. “She’s a very beautiful girl, and prim and perfectly proper. Has a generous dowry, I hear. She’d be perfect for any aristocrat,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “But?” her father prompted.

      “She must be six feet tall,” Christina whispered. “She practically towers over every woman in London and most of the men. I can hear people whispering behind her back,” she added on a sigh.

      “Oh, that,” George said, one hand waving as if it was a trivial matter.

      “Oh, that?” Christina repeated in dismay.

      George cleared his throat and leaned forward. In a lowered voice, he said, “Trust me when I tell you there are men who find Lady Vivian’s height a...” He was about to say something related to sexual intercourse and then thought better of it. “Benefit,” he managed to say before his face took on a reddish cast. “I would tell you why, but I fear your mother would blister my ears should she find out I said anything.”

      Christina’s eyes rounded as an expression of delight appeared. “Oh, does it having anything to do with marital rela—?”

      “Here you are,” Elizabeth Bennett-Jones said as she swept into the parlor, her bell skirts barely keeping up as she moved to join her husband and oldest daughter.

      George was quick to stand, bestowing a kiss on his wife’s cheek at the same time he wrapped an arm around her waist. “So good to see you home early,” he said. The personally involved founder of the charities Finding Work for the Wounded and Finding Wives for the Wounded, Elizabeth spent most days at her office in Oxford Street reviewing applications and meeting with employers.

      “So good to be home,” she replied, lifting a hand to spear her fingers through his dark hair, smoothing it into place. “You must have had a spirited fencing match this afternoon,” she teased.

      He rolled his eyes. “With your brother, yes,” he replied.

      “Did he behave himself?”

      George nodded. “He did. Haddon is truly a changed man,” he said, referring to Christoper Carlington, Earl of Haddon and heir to the Morganfield marquessate. “If he ever gets out of hand again, I’ll see to knocking him on the head.”

      Elizabeth gave him a quelling glance. “I expect his new wife will see to that. Juliet has Christopher wrapped around her little pinky,” she claimed happily.

      Juliet Comber Carlington and Elizabeth’s brother had met outside of Angelo’s fencing academy under unusual circumstances, a situation that had Christopher’s foil nearly impaling Juliet and Christopher bumping his head when he fell in a faint to the pavement. The knock on his head cured him of a case of pomposity from which he had suffered for several years.

      “Are we having another guest for dinner?” Elizabeth asked, her attention still on her husband.

      “I hope so,” George replied. “I invited Viscount Hartwell when I met him yesterday. I feel awful for him.”

      “Is he the new acquaintance you spoke of earlier?” Christina asked, curious about the newly-minted viscount from somewhere up north.

      “Indeed. His father died unexpectedly only a fortnight ago, and Richard... uh, Viscount Hartwell... has been seeing to settling the estate in time to join us in Parliament on Tuesday.”

      “You knew his father?” Christina asked.

      “I did. A widower. His wife died giving birth to his heir, and he saw to raising the boy. As far as I know, Hartwell never remarried,” George explained.

      “But he came to London? For Parliament, certainly?”

      “Oh, he did, but only for the Season, and he never brought Richard with him,” George replied. “The Hartwell viscountcy has quite a collection of Thoroughbreds, and the son is apparently quite involved in their training.”

      “Surely this can’t be the new viscount’s first time in London?” Elizabeth asked.

      George allowed a shrug. “If he’s been here before, I don’t remember meeting him,” he said. “I thought since Christina was hosting Lady Vivian for dinner, it would give him a chance to meet some young ladies he could dance with at Weatherstone’s ball.” His gaze darted to Christina, who lit up at hearing her father’s comment.

      “Oh, dear. Does Lady Weatherstone know of his arrival in London?” Elizabeth asked.

      “An invitation has already been sent to Hartwell House,” George assured her. “Thanks to Lord Weatherstone. He’s always the first to learn of these things.”

      “Is Lord Hartwell married?” Christina asked, deciding she had better learn the most important information before sharing the news with Vivian Wentworth. “And most importantly, is he tall?”

      George allowed a guffaw. “He is not married, and he is of what I would say is above average height.”

      Christina’s eyes rounded. “Oh, he could be the one for Vivian,” she said in a hoarse whisper.

      Elizabeth scoffed. “Or for you,” she countered.

      Blinking, Christina stared at her mother. “Me?”

      Laughing, George, said, “Why don’t we all meet the young man first before we have him married off to anyone?” he suggested. “And whatever you do, don’t mention that he looks exactly like...”

      The sound of a throat clearing had the three of them turning to find the butler standing on the parlor threshold. “Elkins?” Elizabeth acknowledged him.

      “Lady Vivian has arrived,” the butler announced.

      Christina’s gaze shot to the mantel clock. It was already a few minutes past six. “Show her to my bedchamber,” she said as she stood from the card table. “I must change for dinner,” she added, turning her attention on her parents. It was only then she noticed her mother was already dressed in her favorite teal dinner gown.

      “There’s no need to wear anything extra special,” Elizabeth said with a wink.

      “Every dinner gown you own is special,” George said to Christina. “I know because I paid for all of them.”

      Elizabeth grinned, her attention still on her oldest daughter. “If you see your sister, do mention she’s to join us for dinner this evening,” she said. Adeline, not quite old enough for a come-out but too old to be eating dinner with her brother, Daniel, would probably welcome an opportunity to eat with adults on this night. “Tell her she can wear her orchid gown.”

      Christina scoffed. “Not white? You spoil her rotten,” she complained before taking her leave of the parlor.

      Elizabeth and George exchanged a quick, knowing glance. For her entire life, Christina had always believed Adeline was held in higher regard than she was, probably because she was the baby in the family and took after her mother in appearance.

      “Whatever I do, who is it I must not say looks exactly like our guest?” Elizabeth asked, remembering George’s interrupted warning.

      George blinked. “Oh!” he replied as his eyes rounded. “Do not address him as ‘Sir Randolph’,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “He looks exactly like Reading’s oldest did when he was that age,” he added with a smirk, referring to the Marquess of Reading’s oldest illegitimate son, Sir Randolph Roderick.

      Furrowing a brow, Elizabeth said, “Well, that cannot be a bad thing. Sir Randolph is a rather handsome man.”

      “You needn’t remind me, my sweeting,” George replied, bussing her first on the forehead before kissing her quite thoroughly. When he finally came up for air, he said, “Damn, but I wish you weren’t already dressed for dinner.”

      “Later, darling,” Elizabeth murmured, a smirk replacing the look of surprise she displayed when her husband had finished kissing her. “You can dismiss your valet, and I’ll see to undressing you,” she added as she placed a hand on his arm. They made their way out of the parlor.

      George took her hand in his and kissed the back of it. “I know exactly how I’ll reward you,” he whispered.

      Despite her six-and-forty years, Elizabeth blushed.
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            A GUEST ARRIVES FOR DINNER

          

        

      

    

    
      A few minutes later, in Christina’s bedchamber, Bostwick House

      “I hope I didn’t arrive too early,” Vivian said when Christina hurried into her bedchamber, breathless from the quick climb up the stairs. “I had to leave Roth House.”

      “I’m so glad you did,” Christina replied as she rose up on tiptoe and kissed Vivian on the cheek. Even with her friend on tiptoe, Vivian had to lean down so her best friend could manage the greeting. “You look quite beautiful in that gown. Is it new?”

      Vivian shook her head. “You’re a sweetheart to say so, but it’s at least a Season out of date. You seem excited about something.”

      “That’s because I have the most wonderful news, Viv. At least, I hope it is good news.”

      Vivian’s eyes rounded. She hadn’t seen Christina so excited since her Uncle Christopher’s wedding. “I would welcome any news better than what I bring,” she said.

      Christina frowned as her lady’s maid, Perkins, undid the buttons down the back of her day gown. “What’s happened?”

      “I wish to hear your news first,” Vivian said as she sat on the edge of the bed, not exactly sure how she felt about learning that Sebastian Peele was due back in London at any moment. He could already be in town, wreaking havoc.

      “You’re not our only dinner guest this evening,” Christina said, barely able to rein in her enthusiasm. “Viscount Hartwell—the new Viscount Hartwell—will be joining us.”

      Her gaze darting to the gown that Perkins had spread out on the other side of the bed, Vivian seemed to think on the information before she shook her head. “I don’t ever recall meeting the old Viscount Hartwell,” she replied.

      “Oh, well, he was older than my father. Widowed. Which means the gentleman who is coming for dinner may be older than us by ten years or more. We’ll know for certain in only a moment...”

      A knock at the door had all of them turning towards it. “That will be Elkins with the copy of Debrett’s,” Christina said. She had asked the butler to retrieve it from the library before she made her way to her bedchamber.

      Given Christina’s current state of undress, Vivian hurried to the door and opened it a few inches. She took the thick book from the servant, noting a pasteboard bookmark had been inserted about a third of the way into the tome.

      “The page detailing the Hartwell viscountcy has been marked, my lady,” Elkins said before he bowed.

      “Should I ever have a household of my own, I should like very much to hire you,” Vivian said with a wink.

      Elkins appeared to blush, mumbled something incoherent, and hurried off.

      “Oh, dear. I may have embarrassed your butler,” Vivian said as she rushed to the bed and placed the book on its spine. The pages fell open to reveal the ornately printed bookmark and the details of the Hartwells.

      Christina tittered. “He probably has a crush on you. Father says there are men who appreciate a taller woman.”

      “If only they weren’t old enough to be my grandfather and weren’t in service,” Vivian groused. Her attention was on the book, however, and she skimmed the information before saying, “It seems the viscountcy and the family name are the same.”

      “Not so unusual,” Christina replied, pulling the dinner gown over her head. Her maid saw to the few fastenings at the back before moving to the dressing table. Christina settled into the chair, and Perkins began redoing her hair. “This new viscount—”

      “Richard,” Vivian said as a finger traced the family lineage detailed in the book.

      “—has apparently never been in London before.”

      “Born in Horncastle, Lincolnshire in 1804.”

      “Five-and-thirty,” Christina said with a grin. “So he’s not such an old fart. He’s come to claim his father’s seat in Parliament.”

      Vivian gave her friend a quelling glance. “He could be fat and bald,” she warned before her brows furrowed. “His mother died in 1804. In the childbed, do you suppose?”

      Christina winced. “Probably.”

      “No siblings... goodness, but there are no uncles, no nephews, no... no cousins,” she murmured. “Oh, wait. His mother...” She squinted as she attempted to read the tiny type. “Arabella Higgins. Daughter of... ah!” Vivian said with some excitement.

      “What?” Christina asked, unable to turn given Perkins had a lock of her hair rolled up in a curling iron. “Who?”

      “His mother’s father was Maxwell, Earl of Greenley.” Her expression soured. “Oh, dear.”

      Christina attempted to look at Vivian by way of her reflection in the dressing table mirror. “Why do you say it like that?”

      “Well, he’s dead now, but if he wasn’t, Greenley would be in debtors’ prison. At least his heir is doing a better job of running the earldom. It’s in Staffordshire,” Vivian explained.

      “Greenley?” Christina repeated. She was sure she didn’t know any of the late earl’s children—they would have been contemporaries of her mother or father. “Can you name off his children?”

      Vivian flipped through a few pages and then used a long forefinger to trace the lineage. “Arabella was the oldest. Then came the heir, Maxwell, followed by Barbara, Marcus, and Beatrice.” Vivian’s eyes rounded. “Barbara is married to William Slater, the Earl of Bellingham.”

      “Aren’t they Donald Slater’s parents?” Christina asked with some excitement.

      “Indeed. Donald is nearly as handsome as Alexander Tennison, and he’s not even Greek,” Vivian said with a grin.

      “Isn’t he about your age?” Christina hinted.

      “True, but Mother would never let me marry him. He’s a bastard,” Vivian replied on a sigh. She turned the pages of the book back to the Hartwell viscountcy and reviewed the listing.

      “But his father has recognized him as his own. Surely that counts for something,” Christina argued.

      “Not in Mother’s book,” Vivian murmured as she concentrated on the listing. “Well, Richard Hartwell is it. According to this, he’s not married. If he didn’t exist, the Hartwell viscountcy would have gone back to the Crown,” she added in alarm.

      “He’ll be desperate for a wife, Viv. For an heir,” Christina said as a huge grin split her face. “To think, you’ll probably be the first young lady of the ton he meets!”

      Vivian stared at Christina’s reflection in her dressing table’s mirror. “Don’t you mean the second? I expect—”

      “You’re an earl’s daughter. You’ll be introduced to him before me,” Christina argued.

      “Bash has returned to London.”

      The words were said so quietly, Christina almost missed them. “Bash?” she whispered. Despite what her lady’s maid was attempting to do with her hair, Christina turned to stare at Vivian. “You mean... Viscount Cougham?”

      “Of course I mean him,” Vivian replied, her manner suggesting a mix of feelings on the matter. “Mother told me during tea this afternoon.”

      “Oh, well,” Christina whispered, slowly turning so she once again faced the mirror. “Did you hear from him whilst he was on the Continent? Did you receive any letters from him?”

      “Two. Three. Maybe more,” Vivian replied, obviously dodging the real reason for the query. “But none in the past two years.”

      Tempted to turn around again, Christina could not when Perkins rolled up a lock of hair in the hot curling iron. “You don’t owe him anything,” she murmured.

      “I never thought I did,” Vivian replied curtly.

      “But does he owe you?”

      Vivian gave a start. “It was only a kiss, Tina,” she claimed, doing her best to tamp down the excitement and resulting blush she always experienced when thinking of that night. That kiss had been far more than a kiss, and the very least of what the viscount had done to her. “He probably doesn’t even remember. So, no. He owes me nothing.”

      Christina winced. She had always suspected there had been something between the Earl of Weatherstone’s heir and the only daughter of the Earl of Roth. For one thing, they made excellent dance partners. Cougham didn’t have to bend over nearly in half to reach Vivian. For another, they were opposites when it came to anything and everything—other than their height. Vivian’s prim and proper conduct was at complete odds to Cougham’s ebullient manner, and yet when he was in her company, he seemed calmer, more settled.

      “Do you want him to owe you something?”

      Vivian gave a start, but then seemed to contemplate her answer for too long before she said, “I don’t know. I suppose I would have to become reacquainted with him to determine if I even like him.” she said. After a slight pause, she added, “Maybe even change my ways to better match his.”

      Christina gasped. “What are you saying?”

      Shaking her head in dismay, Vivian said, “I am tired of being Miss Prim and Proper. I am tired of doing what is expected of me instead of doing the unexpected. I am tired of spending so much time in the company of a sourpuss of a governess. And I am tired of being taller than every other woman in London.”

      Blinking, Christina slowly turned from the dressing table to regard her friend with an arched brow. “About damned time,” she whispered. “Well, except for the being tall part, of course.”

      The lady’s maid inhaled sharply, as did Vivian, and then all three giggled in unison.
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            A NEW VISCOUNT IN LONDON

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in front of Hartwell House

      Standing at the edge of the pavement, Richard Hartwell waved and felt relief when a hansom cab changed direction and headed towards him. He’d been attempting to arrange transportation to Bostwick House for the past quarter hour, afraid he would be more than fashionably late for dinner with one of his few acquaintances in London.

      From the time he had arrived in the capital two days prior—by way of a steam bus, a mail coach, and a train—Richard had felt like a duck out of water. London was far larger than he had imagined. Far dirtier. Chillier. Grayer. Not at all as he had thought it might be on the days he had spent back in Lincolnshire whilst his father was in town for the Season.

      He now regretted not having made the trip at least once with Abraham Hartwell, the sixth Viscount Hartwell. Using the Hartwell horses as an excuse, Richard claimed he couldn’t take the time away from their training. Colts were born during the Season, after all, and he was always determined to be present for each and every new addition to the Hartwell stables.

      Thank the gods he had Godfrey looking after this year’s new crop of colts. Godfrey was the only groom he trusted with keeping track of the information necessary to register the Thoroughbreds for racing and for seeing to it the newborn draft horses had a lead on them within a day of their birth.

      “Where to, sir?” the hansom cab driver asked from his perch.

      “Would you know Bostwick House in Mayfair?” Richard asked, wincing when he realized he had forgotten to ask George Bennett-Jones for the address of his home.

      The driver gave him a quelling glance. “Of course, sir. Everyone knows where Lady Bostwick lives.”

      Richard blinked. Lady Bostwick? Whatever was she guilty of that so many people knew where she lived?

      “On account of her charities, of course,” the driver added, apparently noting the gentleman’s look of concern.

      The less-than-charitable thoughts Richard had been imagining quickly dissipated. “Take me there, please.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      Richard stepped into the cab, rather relieved it wasn’t as filthy as the hackney he had ridden in earlier that day, when he needed to meet with the Leader of the House of Lords to arrange the transfer of the Hartwell viscountcy to him.

      The meeting had happened so quickly—it was obvious he was one of several who had inherited during the past few months—he wasn’t prepared for what to do next.

      Deciding to explore the area of Westminster near Parliament, he had discovered The Three Bells, a public house which featured food as well as a number of ales and liquors. As had happened the day before, he had been addressed as ‘Sir Randolph’ no fewer than three times. Deciding he must bear a passing resemblance to the knight or baronet of that name, he merely nodded in response—until a luncheon he hadn’t ordered appeared before him.

      “Thought you’d want your usual, sir,” the server said as he placed a shepherd’s pie in front of him.

      Richard looked up at the young man and scowled. “As it is my first time in this establishment, how could you possibly know what my ‘usual’ is?” he asked, irritation evident in his voice.

      The servant blinked. He angled his head and blinked again. “You are not... Sir Randolph?” he countered in a quiet voice.

      “Lord Hartwell, actually,” he replied, wincing when he realized he had never before said his name with the honorific—he was a newly-minted viscount, after all. He turned his attention back to the pie that had been set before him. “Although I might not have ordered this, I think I shall be satisfied with it,” he added, hoping the server wouldn’t think him a grumpy man. Given the public house’s proximity to Parliament and its clean and neat interior, he expected he would wish to return often. The place actually smelled pleasant, which was better than he could say for most of London.

      “Very good, sir,” the server replied. “Sir Randolph usually drinks a pint of ale with it. Would you care for the same?”

      Even as it almost rankled to hear the comment, Richard found he couldn’t disagree. “Yes,” he replied on a sigh. Before the server could leave his table, he asked, “May I inquire how it is you’re familiar with Sir Randolph?”

      The server lifted a shoulder. “Why, he’s Mrs. Merriweather’s older brother.”

      “Mrs. Merriweather?” Richard prompted.

      “Mr. Merriweather’s wife.”

      Richard cleared his throat.

      “Oh, Mr. Merriweather is the proprietor of this establishment, sir, and Mrs. Merriweather does the books. For The Three Bells as well as for The Queen of Hearts.”

      The information did little to enlighten Richard. “And this Sir Randolph?”

      “Well, he’s known for horses, sir.”

      Richard jerked at hearing this bit of information. “Randolph Roderick?” he guessed. Although Richard’s primary association with horses had to do with racehorses, he did also raise draft horses. Working horses for the viscountcy’s farms. He was sure he’d seen Randolph Roderick’s name on paper flyers touting draft horses for sale.

      “That would be him, sir. Reading’s oldest bastard.”

      Blinking, Richard racked his brain for a title for the Roderick name. “As in the Marquess of Reading?”

      “That would be him, sir.”

      “And Mrs. Merriweather is the marquess’... daughter?”

      The servant nodded. “She is. One of only two, poor things. All those brothers.” He rolled his eyes. “The other daughter is legitimate, though,” he added, leaning down to lower his voice. “And much younger than Mrs. Merriweather.”

      Richard considered everything the servant had said and gave him a nod. “A pint of ale,” he said, before turning his attention to his pie.

      Lost in thought, he had barely noticed how tasty the shepherd’s pie had been.

      

      Pulled from his reverie when the hansom cab stuttered to a halt, Richard glanced out the window. His gaze immediately caught the inquisitive stares of two young ladies who sat beyond one of the windows of the townhouse to his left, nearby gaslight casting their faces in a soft glow.

      The brunette one looked much like any of the girls who lived in Horncastle. He was struck dumb by the auburn-haired young lady, though. An aura of delight seemed to surround her visage, her expression warm and welcoming.

      Or it could have just been the way the arc of light from the gas lamp in front of the house reflected on the window pane. Richard gave a shake of his head and then nearly chuckled when he noticed how their heads turned left and right, as if they had realized they’d been caught staring and were pretending to simply watch the traffic.

      The cab door opened, and Richard stepped down. “Tell me, sir. Will finding a cab later this evening be difficult?”

      “In Park Lane, sir? Hardly,” the driver replied as he accepted his fare. “But if you should find it difficult, the house from where you got on board is only about a half mile north of here.”

      Richard’s eyes rounded at hearing this bit of news. “I appreciate the information,” he said, not that he would have walked to Bostwick House. A quick glance at his pocket watch had him wincing.

      He was late.
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