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Chapter One

Cecilia
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Merfield House, near Bath. May 27, 1814

“Lady Cecilia, may I have the next dance?” She’d heard the same question at least ten times tonight—roughly five times more than an ordinary ball would render—and consulted her card to be sure she hadn’t forgotten anyone. 

“Of course, Lieutenant Fitzroy.” She smiled at the gallantly deferential soldier, noting his uniform’s impeccable tailoring, polished buttons, topped by his expert coiffure. Surely, he didn’t sport such a dandified hairstyle on the field of battle, any more than he’d worn his spotless wool dress uniform to face the cannons. 

Three bars into the country dance with Fitzroy, she found herself entirely convinced by his preening steps and flourished bows that he did wear that ridiculous haircut in the Peninsula. And probably scared half a cavalry of Spanish partisans into taking up arms for the French with his opinions on the use of cologne. Lia kept her face and conversation pleasant, counting the measures until the song ended and she could flee to her sister’s side. Which she did with all possible alacrity the second she rose from the final reverence. 

The sister in question fluttered around the room, slowed by nausea and a swelling belly but certainly nowhere near as incapacitated as the men in her life believed. “Cecilia!” Evie greeted Lia with a beaming smile, her hazel eyes dancing in the candlelight. “I saw you taking a turn with Lieutenant Fitzroy.” 

“Along with every redcoat in Wellington’s army,” Lia muttered behind her fan. “Did Tristan make their invitations dependent upon asking his spinster sister for a dance?” She shouldn’t have sounded so sour, but after a wretched trip south with their younger brother and sister caterwauling and whining by turns and Great Aunt Verity’s endless litany of complaints, she’d anticipated being able to sit out a few dances and observe everyone in relative peace, not be jostling around every bachelor in the county. 

“Cecilia,” Evie hissed, her expression reproachful. “Our lord brother would never—” 

“I apologize,” Lia said to cut off the remonstration. “I’m still out of sorts about the shawl Cavendish ruined at tea.” Twelve-going-on-Satan, their youngest brother had decided flinging mustard at his little sister Lizzie was worth the punishment, and Lia’s favorite pink wool wrap got in the way. 

“Don’t bring it up,” Evie flashed her fan up and shuddered. “Summersby’s still furious. Those linens cost a fortune. I only just received them from Brussels.” 

“At least he didn’t get the new wallpaper.” Evie sniffed, clearly thinking that was a matter of time. “Perhaps today will convince Tris to wait on redoing Ashforde House until Cavendish is safely packed off to some proper career.” 

“Sweet sister, I don’t think even the ton consider turning highwayman a proper career. And I can’t imagine Cav is fit to do anything else.” 

Lia winced. “I’m sorry. He truly wasn’t so bad before Eliza took off to Italy. Between Papa dying and his mother abandoning—” 

“Hush. I’m not blaming you. Nobody could!” Evie caught Lia’s arm and began weaving through the loose-knit crowd of local dignitaries and Bath regulars that formed Merfield’s guest list these days. “You’re hardly twenty-three, Ceci. You should be making your own match and your own babies, not raising the children. Tristan must take matters in hand and get a proper tutor for Cav. If he doesn’t take initiative this month, I shall interview them myself.” 

“Thank you,” Lia murmured, watching the musicians shuffling paper music in preparation for the next set. “But I really am exhausted, Evie. I need a moment to catch my breath. Could you pretend I’ve stepped on my train and must sit for some stitches?” 

“Do you have anyone down for this set?” 

“No. Thank heaven for small favors.” 

Evie’s eyes narrowed. “You won’t get such breaks in the Season, you know. If Tris funds you for it, you’ll need to take advantage.” 

“I know.” Lia tried not to look sick. She’d had two Seasons under their father’s brutal gaze before he declared her a hopeless cause and better suited to helping her stepmother run the household. She hadn’t minded. Better to be Eliza’s assistant than wed some soulless statue just to get away from Father. Not that Father didn’t make the soulless statues look appealing some days. 

“You need to find a match,” Evie said for the thousandth time. But at least she walked with Lia out of the ballroom and over to the retiring room to give credence to the cover story. “Tristan’s almost certain to wed soon, and you’ll be back in the same boat you were with Eliza. You deserve your own family, Cecy. Your own household.” 

“Perhaps I should prefer to help you with yours.” 

Evie’s expression softened, and she kissed Lia’s cheek, wafting her rosewater scent through the shadows around them. “You are always welcome to, of course. But I’d rather you try to engage someone’s interest before surrendering to fate. All right?” 

I already engaged someone’s interest. And I want nobody else’s. The protest remained stuck in Lia’s throat. Her siblings hadn’t been present for her Seasons. They never met Thomas Denham, second son of Viscount Lacy. They didn’t know he had emerald eyes, soft, sandy hair, and a soul that shone through his every impassioned speech. But Thomas is gone, Lia reminded herself. India is a long way from here, and he is making his fortune. I will not see him again. Three years did not dull the sting. “I shall do my best, Evie.” 

With her sister retreating west and back to the ball, Lia took the opportunity to powder her nose, check her hair, and gather herself in the retiring room’s near silence. Until a crowd of fellow revelers barged in, calling for the on-site maid to help with someone’s hem and someone else’s strap while a third girl wept about her ruined blush and a stolen beau. 

Lia fled to the library before anyone could trap her into interacting. She had a sneaking suspicion the stolen beau was currently dancing with one of Evie’s other guests—Arabella Weston, who Lia rather liked. Why in heaven’s name would you hope to marry a man you can’t trust to dance with a pretty girl? She’d asked that question a lot growing up and never sorted out an answer. 

She ducked a troupe of gallivanting officers by slipping into the library before anyone could see her, then leaned against the door, counting to ten. Slowly. Nobody turned the door handle digging into her hip. Lia relaxed and took a step into the dimly lit space. Apparently, Evie hadn’t told the servants to keep the tapers lit tonight. A floorboard creaked under Lia’s foot, and a sudden rush at the far side of the room sent her veering backward, groping for the door handle. “Oh!” 

And then she realized the shape at the far side was human, not a ghost. Lia froze in place. 

“Are you all right, madame?” The shape spoke with a refined, soft voice. Certainly male, but not of a sepulchral variety. 

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I, er, was looking for a book.” 

“I wasn’t startled,” the man replied. Silence followed, and Lia shifted uncertainly, debating the door handle once again until the stranger cleared his throat. “Was there a particular book you were hunting for...?” 

She noted the gleam of buttons from his uniform and wondered if Tris had gotten this one set out as a rear guard for the others. What are the odds that if I flee to the kitchens, I’ll stumble across two riflemen on my way? “One that will dissuade Lieutenant Fitzroy from asking me to go riding tomorrow. Have you come across anything dense and impenetrable? Possibly German?” 

“You needn’t resort to German. So long as the book is more words than pictures, he’ll flee fast enough. This one should do.” He finally stepped forward, his gait uneven. Lia drew close enough to accept the book and looked up at a chiseled face partly obscured by a trim black beard. No dandified stylist had gotten hold of his dark hair—it was cut short and simply styled. All the better to showcase his glittering dark eyes, high cheekbones and full lips. Did nobody tell him men aren’t supposed to be the pretty ones? Lia found herself swallowing, her mouth suddenly dry, and dragged her attention to the slender green leather-bound book he held, hoping she didn’t blush at the fact her gloved hand brushed his. Was it allowable to introduce herself? His uniform proclaimed him to be a colonel, so he likely already knew Tris, if not her brother-in-law, General Summersby. And the fact that he was wearing the uniform meant he was likely in charge of one of the groups marching hither and yon at the moment—half of which Lia suspected her brother had waylaid to add to her dance card. 

“Byron?” Lia asked, her brows raising as she read the book’s cover. 

“Ever an ally to those escaping a tedious companion.” 

“The Corsair. Certainly sounds promising, sir. If it’ll bore Fitzroy, I shall make it my sole purpose to memorize this evening. Is it very trying?” 

“I doubt for you.” He flashed a wickedly mischievous smile before catching the back of a heavy oak chair, his weight shifting to his right side. “If you wish, you might—” Whatever he meant to say was cut off by a peculiar sound. Lia’s head turned toward it, staring into the empty fireplace, wondering if an animal was trapped within the wall. The man cleared his throat, pulling her attention back in time to catch a knowing grin. “Perhaps you might join me for a stroll through the gardens? Earl Asherton was telling me how beautiful they were.” Which means he knows Tristan. Thank goodness. 

“I don’t know that the gardens translate well by torchlight.” Lia frowned at the fireplace as another distressed whimper sounded. Bloody hell, if Cavendish stuffed a puppy up a flue, I really will box his damnable ears... Her youngest brother didn’t usually cause any lasting harm, but he had a regretful inability to think his plans through. “What if something’s caught in the chimney? Evie’s absolutely petrified of birds.” 

“Birds?” The stranger lifted a black brow.

“Our brother, Lancelot, once stuffed her wardrobe with several pigeons. She still can’t talk about it without going quite pale...” Lia’s mouth carried on while her attention locked on the fireplace. She didn’t see any movement or hear scratching. Just the occasional whine. “Drat. Cav has probably done something stupid. I do hope they’ve swept that hearth.” She started forward, but something caught her right elbow, firmly enough she stopped mid-step and looked back in flustered wonderment. The unknown colonel had hold of her arm. “Sir?” 

“Lady Cecilia, is it not? Asherton would be most upset with me if I allowed you a step closer. To say nothing of the general’s wife whose wrath, if I am honest, I fear much more than the Earl’s.” He released her arm, glancing at the wall. “Forgive me. I am afraid I do not know how to explain but trust me when I tell you that nothing is caught that doesn’t wish to be.”

“Oh.” She frowned into the shadows, toward the servants’ door hidden just on the other side of the gaping fireplace. She’d been to enough London balls that became a warren of secret trysts to catch his innuendo. “I hope whichever officer you lost the bet to is deserving of your intercession to keep his flirtations hidden,” she said wryly, though with a touch of recrimination. It better be one of the county’s many widows back there instead of some silly servant girl. With three rakish older brothers and a father fonder of licentiousness than virtue, Lia could hardly play the shocked virgin.

“I do owe him a favor,” the stranger admitted with a smile that hinted at more mischief. 

“Mm.” Lia cleared her throat. “I think you have the advantage, sir. You seem to know me, but I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” 

His dark eyes locked with hers, his expression oddly unreadable. “Colonel Griffith Hartfell. I served on Wellington’s staff with your brother.” He leaned against the chair again, and she recalled his gait being odd. 

Colonel, and a friend to Tris? Better off taking my chances with Cav and a table full of mustard. “But you must be kin to Aunt Verity’s late husband. Perhaps I should direct her in to keep you company...” 

“God, please, no,” he said too emphatically, and they both laughed. 

“But I really don’t wish to be on hand if a scandal breaks tonight.” Lia nodded toward the door and whoever was playing stupid games behind it. “Tris would have a fit. Though it might scare off Fitzroy... That’s a silver lining,” she added almost cheerfully. “I don’t suppose you read enough of this to tutor me in it during a quick turn on the terrace?” She held up the book, giving it dubious consideration. It didn’t look nearly thick enough to dissuade someone as dense as Fitzroy. 

“I could certainly try,” Colonel Hartfell said, limping closer and offering his arm. “Though, your brother is far more likely to put Fitzroy off than either scandal or Byron. God knows I would disapprove of his interest in my sisters. Thankfully, both are wed, and I needn’t worry,” he grinned, leading her toward the door, his steps slow and far too careful.

“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t realize you were wounded. Are you sure ... er, you wish to walk so far?” she asked, though the arm she took was heavy and firm beneath his wool uniform. She’d expect an invalid to have rather less muscle, somehow. But perhaps that was from too much time spent with the parish charity cases, who admittedly suffered their maladies far differently from those of an officer.

“I’ve walked further distances.” He held the door open for her. “Though I understand if you’d rather not walk with a crippled man.” The phrase brought her up short.

Lia blinked and met his eyes, expecting judgment or anger at a perceived insult. But he smiled kindly, his expression all the warmer now that they were in the corridor and his devastatingly handsome face wasn’t half-hidden by shadow. Oh, no. There’s the mustard in the equation. “If your leg will bear up under the weight of discussing Lord Byron, I’m sure we’ll get along.” Lia lowered her gaze. She had to be more careful if Tristan was set upon dooming her into a third disastrous Season. “Though I am afraid I’ll have to go back for the set after this one. Someone asked me for the waltz. I can’t recall his name or read the signature, so I hope he remembers who he asked.” 

“I doubt he’s forgotten. Few men would lose track of the chance of a waltz with such a lovely partner.” 

She retook his arm, and as they turned into the ballroom, she felt him tense, the warmth dropping from his features as quickly as if he’d put on a mask, leaving Lia’s own face warm and her tongue clumsy. “A-and what have you thought of The Corsair so far?” she asked to distract them both.

A nearby couple nodded to him as they passed, and it wasn’t until they walked through the open doors onto the terrace that her mysterious companion relaxed again. “In truth, Lady Cecilia, I find I’m not enjoying The Corsair. It is beautifully written. I simply do not understand the main character.” 

“Are you meant to?” Lia shot a sidelong glance at her escort. “I wasn’t under the impression Lord Byron ever wishes to be understood.” 

“Perhaps ‘understand’ is not the correct word.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. One day his wife would no doubt slide her hand along his cheek just so, leaning into his smile. Lia’s breath caught. “Byron means to be understood in feeling. You cannot fault a man for doing what is right by others. But this character did so, and it cost him everything. His freedom, his love, his life as he knew it.”

“Spoken with a deal of feeling for someone so skeptical of the central character.” She slowed as they descended a couple of stairs onto the terrace—not so much for his injury as for her cursed train. She checked her wristlet, keeping the navy silk skirt clear of the gravel path at the bottom. “Are you of the opinion perhaps he should’ve done less right and more ... according to some other measure?” 

“A difficult question, my lady,” he answered softly. “It’s not honor or virtue that led him to choosing between morality and selfishness. Quite the opposite. He rose to the moment, certainly, but his reward was captivity, loss of his men, the death of his wife... Would it have been less right to put them first?”

“I take it you don’t subscribe to that ancient idea Lovelace put down, Colonel? Nonsense about not being able to love his lady if he didn’t love honor more, or however it goes?” Lia laughed. “Granted, I don’t think Lovelace’s character was worried about Lucasta dying. Does the pirate’s wife die of love for him? Or are we spared that flavor of melodrama?” 

“We are not,” he answered. “But Lovelace... I suppose I subscribe to the idea that if a man is lucky enough to have a wife who loves him, perhaps he should honor her by not sending her to an early grave.”

“I can’t argue that logic, sir. I’d only suggest not marrying any lady who’s inclined to perish of an excess of sentiment to start with,” Lia said wryly. “Settle for the ones who content themselves with fainting and tear-stained letters.” 

He chuckled. “But where would a dramatic hero be if his lady love weren’t in mortal danger of dying by sentiment?” 

“Well, if it’s not excessive devotion, it’s fever, plague, or enemy swords,” Lia sighed. “A good thing I’m only meant to match with someone like Fitzroy. I shan’t be overcome by many emotions. Boredom, maybe.” She glanced worriedly at the house. “But I’m sure your lady wife is quite happy to know you would put her above any pirate crews.” 

He glanced up at the night sky. “I would have, yes. But as you said. If not excessive devotion...” He closed his eyes, letting his gaze drop back to the horizon. 

“Oh... I’m so sorry.” She stopped walking, mortified. 

“But I have heard boredom is a terrible way to go,” Hartfell offered with a brave smile. 

“I, um, I assume everyone has my brothers’ allergy to matrimony,” Lia said. Her cheeks burned anew. “Perhaps I’m earning that death by boredom with such clumsy jokes.” 

“No misstep you could ever make would warrant a match to Fitzroy.” He lifted his free hand to pat the one tucked on his arm. “You meant no harm, my lady. It is I who should be ashamed. I ... have been away far too long and forgot I should not speak so freely. And perhaps it is that your brother spoke so often of his sisters that I mistakenly felt too at ease.”

“Oh, you’ll find it’s hard to shock me with speech of any sort ... but you have, sir. I didn’t know Tris was aware we existed until three months ago.” She tried to laugh but it sounded more like a sigh. “Unless you’re meaning one of my other brothers? Lancelot, maybe? He was much chattier than Tristan.” 

“I’ll never accuse Asherton of being chatty,” Hartfell laughed, color returning to his face. “But he did keep me company during my convalescence, and we both spoke of our families in length. That’s how I knew who you were when you mentioned your brother and Lady Summersby.” His posture shifted again, favoring his right side.

“Would it be all right if I sat a moment?” she asked, waiting for his nod. “Sitting, I may be better able to hide from whichever officer Tristan’s dispatching with orders to claim a dance.” 

“As it happens, I outrank Asherton. I shouldn’t mind countermanding his orders.” 

“Oh, lovely. I might cause insubordination! Usually, that’s Evie’s job.” Lia swept in front of him to a nearby bench. Summersby had several extras installed in the faint hope of encouraging his wife to sit in them during her rather complicated pregnancy. Lia was careful to leave plenty of room for her mysterious companion. She’d probably catch hell from Evie for walking unsupervised, but if he was minor kin to Aunt Verity and a friend of Tristan’s, it ought to be offset enough for an open terrace at a private ball. “I’m mostly unacquainted with my brother’s habits and adventures abroad. Though please don’t tell me if he’s been an utter libertine. How long have you known Tristan?” 

Hartfell settled on the bench next to her, stretching a long leg out in front of him, his hand absently touching his thigh, rubbing it as if by habit. “Six years now,” he mused. “A lot of men owe their lives to your brother, myself included. He’s a good man. One of the best I’ve ever known. And not many would do what he’s done for Lydia. I offered to ward the child myself, but as I was so badly injured at the time—” 

“It’s good to know Lydia has others concerned for her.” Lia adjusted her fan at her wrist, unsure of whether commenting on her brother’s adopted ward was much use. While Tristan ensured the girl wanted for nothing, that charity was causing endless whispers. “I hope he doesn’t have cause to regret his choices with Lyddie. The gossip about her may cost him in the marriage-mart.” And me too, as it happens. Not that I mind so much. 

“The ton and its endless disdain for kindness,” he said with a grimace. “Perhaps that will allow your brother to discern the character of his future countess. No one willingly weds a harpy.” His attention flickered toward the ballroom, his frown deepening. “Do you fear he will be unable to secure a match?”

God, yes. The possibility of me remaining solely responsible for Cav and the girls haunts my nightmares. “I worry he’ll choose for expediency rather than merit. We all know that Tris is happier on campaign than in the drawing room. And many ladies prefer a husband who is not forever darting off to India or Constantinople or wherever His Majesty declares.” 

An impossibly handsome smirk flickered at the edge of his full lips. “I suspect that depends on the lady. But I shall heed your words, my lady. Especially as it seems my military future may be called into question.” He squeezed his thigh again. Lia looked away a little too quickly. The fashionably tight pants her companion wore hid very little—and his leg did not appear withered or ungainly in any way aside from his limp. Honestly, he could’ve at least tried to look a bit more infirm. I wouldn’t be having second thoughts about his hand in that case... She flicked out her fan and fluttered unseasonably cool air across her face. 

“I suspect many military futures are in question now Napoleon’s had the bad grace to lose at last. But I hope it is not your leg causing the question.” Plenty of men in England limped through their days—and many more wore a wooden leg or arm in place of those lost to cannon blasts and shrapnel.  

“It is one of the contributing factors,” he admitted. “The other is the matter of my estate. I find myself in a circumstance not unlike your brother. My father passed shortly before our return.”

I hope you mourn yours more than we mourn ours. She arranged her face into an expression of concern. “My condolences, sir. The loss of a parent is not easy, nor is the sudden assumption of duties you did not expect. I’m sure it quite redoubles the sense of loss.”  

His hand dropped idly to his side, and while she did not meet his gaze, she could feel his, studying her. “You have now twice offered your condolences, my lady. And here I am, having not offered them once in return. I hope you forgive the oversight. Truly, I am sorry for your losses as well.”

“Ah. Thank you, sir.” His vague phrasing hinted he knew Tris very well indeed—and that none of the Ruthven children mourned their father’s death. She lowered her gaze, remembering the black armband she wore almost as an afterthought. Lia politely allowed people to assume it was for her father. In truth, she wore the badge for her oldest brothers, Arthur and Lancelot. “I did not expect to have so many new wreaths to hang on the family crypt this year.” She met his dark gaze. “But I suspect my brothers would both be terribly disappointed that I am not mourning them with garish parties and theatrical performances.” 

“What would their preference be?” 

“As confirmed rakehells, I can scarcely imagine. Lancelot would sulk that I’m not so mad with grief I’ve run off to be an opera singer. And Arthur...” Summoning the picture of her eldest brother still felt too raw, so she remembered his hand on her shoulder, and the light in his eyes when he laughed. “He’d be furious that I didn’t run off with an opera singer. Or chase down Lord Byron.” She turned the book over in her lap, wondering if Lance had seen a copy before his ship went down. 

“I believe I’d have gotten on well with Arthur,” he chuckled. “Are you so musically inclined, my lady? I suppose that would be fitting, given your name.”

“I dabble.” There wasn’t much else to do sometimes but sing and practice the pianoforte when her father stranded them at Ashforde Hall for months on end with little extra cash and too many burned bridges among the local society. Some more charitable families would receive Cecilia and her stepmother, but most wanted to stay as far from the Ruthvens as humanly possible. Especially after the rumors of her father’s membership in certain licentious clubs ran amok. “My stepmother had an extensive musical education and did her best to pass on what she learned. And my grandfather sends me music from Lisbon. When the blockades and such have allowed.” 

He tilted his head, his smile softening. “Your brother failed to mention that.” Lifting his hand, the colonel brushed back hair caught by the wind. Something in the motion seemed so relaxed and at ease. A far cry from the pained expression he only barely managed to hide when they stepped out onto the terrace. “I am fond of music but possess few talents in that direction. My sisters are excellent. It will be strange to return home to silent halls now they’re gone.”

“Do you not prefer silence? After all the ruckus of an army camp?” Tris seemed to vacillate—he loved a party, but she knew from their London housekeeper that he’d kept things quiet when he was in Town. 

“I’d hardly compare music to that sort of ‘ruckus,’” he laughed. “What is the saying? If music be food for the soul, play on? Granted, there are moments when silence is welcome, but a home without music? As well keep every hearth cold.”

“True.” She bit her lower lip to keep back a jest about holding auditions for a bride. “But a quiet home can be peaceful, too. I might well trade my pianoforte away for the gift of a full week without Cavendish and Lizzie squabbling.” 

He laughed again. She wondered if he knew how pleasant his laughter sounded. Like a melody on its own. “That I can believe. I often quarreled with my brother, but from Asherton’s tales, I know we never reached the legendary heights your siblings manage. The garish parties and theatrical performances in London must seem an escape in comparison.” 

“Perhaps,” she allowed. Cecilia glanced toward the house, watching the torches on the terrace shiver and dance in the breeze. Light spilled out from the ballroom, and the plaintive refrain of a slower song she didn’t recognize formed a somewhat melancholy frame for the moment. “Goodness, I’m glad I didn’t accept anyone for this set. I haven’t a clue what dance Evie settled on for that music. I’d have had to feign twisting my ankle to escape.” She looked back at her companion with a conspiratorial grin. “Don’t tell Lady Summersby I said so.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Lady Cecilia. Your sister’s wrath terrifies me far more than Napoleon. Though I regret not being able to claim a dance. Even one as morose as this.” 

“Perhaps another evening? I shall save you the slowest dirges if it helps. At least they have the virtue of letting one converse instead of bouncing around like a fevered rabbit.” 

“A ... fevered rabbit? A shame you did not take off in search of Lord Byron.” 

She laughed, glad the dim light would hide if she blushed. “There’s time yet. My brother’s contemplating dragging me out for another Season. Without Napoleon abroad to distract Tristan and my sister as chaperone, I might have to beg a mad artist for sanctuary.” 

He shuffled in place, shifting his weight from one side then back. “If it helps, I share in your struggles. My sisters are pressing me to declare myself in search of a wife. My feet barely crossed English shores when the barrage began.”

She considered Colonel Hartfell’s handsome profile and satin voice. With broad shoulders and enough money to afford his custom shoes and the quality of wool he wore... “I am amazed it’s only your sisters. At Ashforde, you’d be tripping over every eligible girl and her mama within a three-day ride. I hope you are prepared for the army of debutantes likely to assail you once you step into Almacks.” 

“Lady Summersby has said the same. Which is how I came to be in the library. Lady Stowe all but shoved her daughter into me moments after I arrived. The poor girl nearly fell over.”

“I should find Miss Stowe later and sing Fitzroy’s praises. They’re of a kind, now I think on it.” She fluttered her fan and caught a whiff of tobacco and vanilla. Is that him? Damn it. Must he be that pretty and smell nice? No wonder Madeline Stowe panicked... “But that does give me an idea, Colonel Hartfell. Do you intend to attend the Season?” 

“I hadn’t decided. It may depend on this idea of yours,” he replied in a teasing tone.

“Ah. Well... I couldn’t help thinking that if you’re tripping through a maze of debs, and I’m caught in a tide of redcoats... Perhaps you could help me know which of them are Fitzroys under their ribbons, and I can alert you to anyone who’s an unmusical harridan?” It seemed a silly game, but the prospect of having any ally at all against Tristan’s endless rolls of comrades and Evie’s starry-eyed recitals of titles and pedigrees was too tempting. 

He gave her another devastating smile and nodded. “A good strategy, my lady. I’d be a fool to refuse such an accord. How could I resist attendance with a spy in the enemy camp?”

Her eyes widened. He’s probably being charming, and he meant to go all along. But it is flattering. She smiled, feeling the first flutter of excitement about the Season. Hartfell seemed to have a decent head on his shoulders—she’d have to ask Tristan about him later to be sure—but if he remained as frank in his assessments of their peers as he did in this brief discussion, he might well help her find a proper match. “Truly? I ... I know it’s a strange idea. But I wouldn’t want to see anyone else make an unhappy match. The world’s far too full of those already.” 

“I have heard far stranger ideas.” He slowly stood, managing with more grace than when he’d sat. Turning, he offered his arm again. “Consider me your ally, Lady Cecilia.” 

“And you may consider me yours,” she said, taking his arm and trying not to think about how steady he felt. And warm. I bet he’d be quite helpful on a cold carriage ride... Damn it! “I only—” 

“Cecilia!” Her sister’s dulcet tones ripped her away from Hartfell’s gorgeous eyes, and she turned reluctantly, keeping her hand on his arm as Evelina swept toward them in a rush of scarlet silk and the soft clicking of her jeweled slippers on the pavers. “There you are! Oh, Your Grace, I’m so sorry to interrupt...” 

His what? No. I’d’ve remembered any duke that handsome. 

...Wouldn’t I? 

Oh. Hells. Hartfell... I forgot the surname. And assumed a bloody damn duke wouldn’t introduce himself as colonel. She turned a wary gaze up to her companion. 

“Only we have some late arrivals, and I’m sure Cecy would wish to meet everyone,” Evelina continued gaily. “They may also be of interest to you, come to think of it. Some officers of the rifles, I believe? And one is married to a lovely Portuguese lass. I’m half afraid she may be some sort of cousin to us, and I’ve entirely muddled the family tree...” 

“I’d be happy for introductions, Lady Summersby. I do believe Lady Cecilia may have to find her next dance partner, however.”

“I hadn’t realized your dance card was so full!” Evie couldn’t have sounded happier if Summersby just handed her a diamond necklace. 

“Um. Somewhat. Yes.” Cecilia coughed, delicately adjusting her wristlet as if contemplating the card it contained. “But I’ll be happy to meet everyone. I’m sure my next partner will find me easily enough.” 

“Very true. Let us make his quest easier, then. I’ll rustle Aunt Verity out of her chaise. Meet me by the blue fireplace, dear.” With that, Evie rustled away, leaving Cecilia to drift along on Hartfell’s arm as they made their way back toward the shifting lights and crowd at the ball. She wasn’t sure if she should thank her sister for abandoning her so that Cecilia didn’t have to relinquish the duke’s arm to her better-titled sibling. Because being close to Colonel Hartfell felt rather ... strange. Electric, perhaps? Not dangerous. But ... something.

“You don’t really have to talk to them, Your Grace,” she said softly. “I’m sure Evie will forget about it in a few minutes.” 

“And what sort of ally would that make me? To abandon you so soon after declaring myself? Besides, how else am I to impart what knowledge I might have of these officers if I am not present?”

“But the terms were for the Season. And I would never have made such a bold-faced request of Your Grace had I known who I was imposing on.” She laughed as she said it because it really was her own fault. She’d been so overwhelmed by Aunt Verity’s speeches on the trip down she’d entirely forgotten the Ravenscroft title jumped to a new surname with the third duke—and right to Aunt Verity’s husband’s cousin. A source of some consternation now that she was thinking about the tale. In my defense, quite a lot of things consternate Aunt Verity. How was I to know this one might be important? 

“Did you not?” he asked. “Forgive me. I assumed...” He bowed his head, glancing at her with what looked like genuine contrition. “Regardless, I am still amenable to the deal if you’re not opposed.”

“Oh, I’m entirely prepared to uphold my end of the bargain. But how can you trust my judgment now? I forgot your title went to a new surname with your father’s accession. I might forget all sorts of other important things. Like who can carry a tune, or whose father’s drunk all the family capital,” she listed the last options in a softer voice, still laughing at the ridiculousness of it all. 

“If it puts your mind at ease, I shall test your memory with The Corsair. See how much you remember when next we meet. Even so, I trust my judgment, Lady Cecilia. And I believe I’ve judged you correctly.”

“Then we have a bargain, my lord. And I shall prepare for a full discourse on piracy and poetry. Hopefully, I’ll see you again before I forget it all.” She met his eyes and wished she had her sister’s boldness. Or Arabella Weston’s. But no duke would look seriously at a Ruthven, no matter how prettily she recited poetry. 
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Chapter Two

Hart
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Ruthven Town House, London. July 30, 1814

I did not miss the rain.

Hart didn’t remember London being so dreary. The constant overcast skies, and thick, bitter clouds of smoke muffled everything, oppressing the city like an unpleasantly wet wool blanket. One that smelled like drowned horses and river mud. Most of the ton were remarking upon it being an unusual summer, but Hart couldn’t reconcile it with his memories. Not that anyone would accuse him of romanticizing London. Before the war, he’d never been so keen to leave a place behind.

He knew better now. No matter where he might go—the continent, India, the Americas—he’d always be waging a war. The sort no bullet or bayonet could win. Wrinkling his nose against the thought, Hart finished the last of his brandy, setting the glass on the tray beside the sofa. He skimmed the same paragraph of a borrowed book for the tenth time, still not taking in any of the words. Sighing, he gave up and stared at the twisting flames in the fireplace.

“I am sorry to have kept you waiting, Your Grace.” Asherton said, closing the study draw hard behind him. “Apparently, the matter of who is or is not qualified to play Peaseblossom is cause for a minor civil war.”

Hart rolled his eyes before glancing at Asherton, whose exhausted smirk felt blessedly familiar. A far cry from the polite, wooden smiles he kept pasting on in all the Jubilee fetes. Tristan Ruthven wasn’t the only peer who looked more at home in the middle of a battlefield than in society’s glittering ballrooms, but damned if he wasn’t the worst at hiding it. 

“Your Grace?”

Tristan’s smirk widened as he sank into the high-backed chair beside the one Hart had claimed. “Did they find you some promotion higher than a dukedom after all?” 

“I doubt it. Unless there’s some deeper reason I’m in your menagerie this evening.” Hart sat straighter, the book falling into his lap. “When you invited me to dinner, I didn’t expect to be your only guest.” 

“Technically, Arabella Weston counts. Summersby seems to have pawned her off on us.” Tristan’s smile faded as he sat in a nearby chair, the dark, velvet cushion sinking beneath his weight. “I invited the general as well, but they had other engagements.”

“Just as well,” Hart shrugged, knowing Tristan wouldn’t miss the hint of bitterness in his tone. “Married life appears to suit you as much as the general. Which strikes me as odd. Were you not forever insisting you’d be a miserable husband?” 

“I recall making a similar speech.” Tristan’s shoulders rose in a show of mild chagrin, as if he wasn’t clearly besotted with his bride of a month. 

“I can hardly fault your change,” Hart admitted. “Your new countess is enchanting. Pity you saw her first.”

Tristan laughed, pouring himself a glass of brandy from the service on the side table between their chairs. “Are you seriously putting yourself on the market, Hart? Or was there more to Alice’s dismissal?”

Hart nudged his glass toward Tristan. “How the hell did you know about that?”

“Jilted mistresses talk almost as much as the Imperial Guard.” Tris poured a full measure into Hart’s cup, then added another dram. Hart drank deeply, savoring the burn before he explained. 

“I enjoyed her company for a time. The time passed.”

“As it always does,” Tristan said with a heavy sigh. “In any case, I wondered what your intentions were this Season. Particularly as I have ... a favor to ask.”

“Is it expensive?” Hart’s smile returned. “I may need a week. Paying Alice off cost a pretty penny.” 

“No. But it is urgent.” Tristan’s expression darkened as a peal of childish laughter filtered through the closed door, followed by what sounded like someone braying. No wonder Lady Cecilia thinks a quiet household sounds divine. “I swear to God, the Jubilee’s turned them all into lunatics,” Tris muttered, standing abruptly to refill his glass. 

“How can you tell?” 

Tristan snorted. “I am required in Paris. And Elinor is coming with me. Which means...” He waved in the general direction of the braying. “I need someone in London with a fully functional brain, Hart. Someone besides Verity. Who’ll fly into a strop with Evie in three weeks and flounce off.” 

“What makes you so certain I’ll not flounce off either?” He sipped his brandy and slid closer to the cushion’s edge, rubbing his aching right thigh. Tristan Ruthven didn’t often ask for favors, and Hart owed him more than he could repay. But that didn’t mean he’d acquiesce without getting the full story. 

“Because you can’t properly flounce?” Tristan countered. “Not publicly at any rate.” 

“Ass.” 

“Indeed. But I’d damn well appreciate the help.” 

“Wellington asked if I wanted to return as well.” Hart sat back, looking at the fire blazing in the fireplace across the room. “I suppose you’re asking me this because he told you my answer?”

“Not that I understand it.” Tristan raised a curious brow. “You don’t enjoy England any more than I do. And the post’s not likely to put you on the march again. Did someone at Horse Guards call in a debt?” 

Hart shut his eyes, zeroing in on the lingering taste of brandy on his tongue, comparing it to the bitter drink they forced down his throat when the surgeons removed shrapnel from his leg—musket shot and bone shards from the lieutenant who’d been standing a foot to Hart’s right. Even now, he couldn’t stomach port. “There are more enemies than Napoleon to contend with, Major. Not all of them are abroad.”

“True.” Tristan made a sour face to match Hart’s, no doubt flashing back to the last few meetings regarding certain domestic firebrands—Napoleon’s loyalists seemed to have multiplied lately. “I hope you have better luck sorting the sheep from the goats than we did in Spain. I don’t relish pasting Louis’ forces back together just to come home and run roughshod across the bloody moors.” 

“Wellington at least had some idea where to start.” Hart had already begun to ingratiate himself with one fiery group—it wasn’t so difficult to play the part of the disenchanted war veteran the crown forgot. “As I am staying, let’s hear the favor you want, Tris.”  

“Right.” Tristan grimaced. “I know Summersby will stay on a while. But come November, who knows if he’ll brave Town again? Cecy’s a clever girl herself, but she’s all dramatic feelings and tantrums when the mood takes her.” Hart sighed, guessing Asherton’s next point. “With only Evie around, Cecy’s likely to tie herself to a damn skint half-payer, with no title and less land.” 

“Asherton, you owe me nothing.” Hart finished his drink. “I wouldn’t be here stuffed on your excellent feed if not for you.” He put the glass down, clasping his hands together. “But I must say, having met Lady Cecilia, I find it hard to believe she’s capable of such fits.” And given how many nights Lady Cecilia filled my dreams in the last two months, this might qualify as a wolf watching a henhouse. 

“I’ll put a wager on the books if you want. Trust me, an entire Season will not pass without Cecy having some mad notion or other. And with Miss Weston around to aid and abet it?” He shuddered and drained his glass. 

Hart pictured Cecilia’s high cheekbones lit with moonlight and guttering candles, flushed from a Scottish reel. “She didn’t strike me as the flighty sort.” 

Tristan snorted. “Evie told me last time around, it was a mad flirtation with a penniless baronet who sailed off with the East India Company.” 

That didn’t tally at all with the pragmatic, sharp-witted girl he’d spoken to. Surely, Cecilia hadn’t given herself to sentiment over a wastrel. Even with all the scandal surrounding the Ruthvens, she was an earl’s daughter, descended from ancient families of England and Portugal. And yet, highborn girls were often prey to opportunists. The man probably balked when he realized she wouldn’t have a dowry to match her pedigree. Cecilia and Tristan’s father had drained his coffers, searching for pleasure and power. Only the battlefield fortunes of his three sons combined saved the Ruthvens from ruin—a truth etched in the unhappy line of Tristan’s furrowed brows. And the ton will have now sniffed out the fact Tristan’s flush with cash where his father was destitute. That’ll paint a fresh target on Cecilia... Hart found himself uncharitably hoping the mysterious baronet found no fortunes abroad and no ship to come home on. “We were young once ourselves,” he said cautiously. “Falling in love with every ill-advised idea we met.” 

“Yes, but our foolish ideas are safely stowed away on the continent.” 

Or buried in a Sussex graveyard, Hart thought with such bitterness that he poured himself more brandy to banish it. “Thank Napoleon for small favors, I suppose.” 

Tristan sighed. “Just ... keep an eye on her? Between the departed baronet and the fact she’s been locked away in Ashford for years, I am worried. She’s far softer than Evie ever was at her age.” 

Hart rolled his shoulder, making the muscle twinge enough to distract him from imagining how soft Cecilia might be. Too soft...  “Consider it done. I shall make quick work of any wastrel or rakehell who comes near. In fact, I may be ahead of you, as she’s vowed to ask my advice on her possible suitors.” 

“Ah.” Tristan nodded. “She did ask me about you after Evie’s ball—” 

“And you sang hosannas to my sainted self?” 

“I tried to impress upon her that you’re a reliable counsel. And a good friend.” Tristan’s hazel eyes closed against another discordant yelp, and they both paused to be sure no wails ensued. Hart had already heard two scraps between Tristan’s young siblings, Cavendish and Lizzie—muffled by an entire floor being between the dining room and the nursery. “But I believe you’ve got a fair chance that she’ll listen to you.” 

I don’t want her to listen. I want her to subm—Damn it. No. She’s Tristan’s sister. I’m meant to watch over her, not fantasize about her. 

“I suppose that means I should speak with her before I take my leave this evening.” 

“Assuming anyone survives tonight’s performance.” 

****

[image: ]


They rejoined the ladies a short while later, greeted by Cavendish enacting a scene from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, wearing a papier-mâché donkey head while Arabella Weston delivered Titania’s lines with the sincerity of a born actress. Hart clapped with everyone else, but he couldn’t keep his gaze off Cecilia Ruthven, resplendent in an emerald silk dress and wearing a flower crown as a token of her role as Helena. Which would have put Demetrius down as a hopeless idiot, in Hart’s opinion. Tristan’s wife had taken the role of Hermia, and while she was indeed beautiful—golden hair, sky blue eyes, and a fashionable figure combined to form a picture so perfect Tristan might have summoned her up from a genie’s bottle—Elinor Ruthven lacked Cecilia’s spark. 

As most of the cast wasn’t in attendance, Tristan and Hart found themselves pressed into reading various roles. The results swung between mortifying and hilarity, reminding him of similar times in camp, when the officers, their wives, and aides would resort to making their own desperate entertainments in the dreary waits between battles. The Ruthvens’ casual, homey atmosphere eased something in his chest after too many days of formality and facades. And yet it stung, too. Tristan had spoken of his family home as a mausoleum, but the house rang with laughter and childish shrieks as Lizzie chased Cavendish with a fairy wand whose tip bore a suspiciously sharp star. Tristan’s wife bickered amiably with her lovely cousin, who appealed to Cecilia. Wisely, Cecilia backed out of the conversation, drifting toward a gleaming piano situated at the other end of the room. With a nod to Tristan, Hart got up and followed suit, leaving his friend to adjudicate Elinor and Miss Weston’s argument over fairy wings. 
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