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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear Reader,


In this book I bring together two families and two series— the Wares of Ravenswood and the Westcotts. I had great fun doing it, but I did realize there might be a bit of a problem for the reader. There were ten Westcott books and this is the fifth Ravenswood book. The joy of both series is how many characters there are. But even those of you familiar with both series may find it difficult in places to remember all the personalities involved and their often complex relationships with one another. To help you out, I want to provide a quick and clear summary so that whenever your head is in a spin, you can refer back to it. The Wares are relatively easy to sort out, the Westcotts not so much.





THE WARES


• Caleb Ware, Earl of Stratton, and Clarissa, his wife, had five children of their own. Caleb’s son from a liaison before his marriage grew up at Ravenswood too as one of the family.


• The eldest son is Ben Ellis, married to Lady Jennifer Arden. There are three children: Joy (from Ben’s first marriage, during his time at war), Robert, and Belinda. Ben and Lady Jennifer’s story is told in Always Remember.


• Devlin is the eldest son born to Caleb and Clarissa. He became the Earl of Stratton after his father died in the first book. He is married to Gwyneth Rhys, who grew up on the neighboring estate. Their story is told in Remember Love. They have three children: Gareth, Bethan, and Awen.


• Nicholas is the second legitimate son and the hero of this book.


• Philippa comes next, the elder daughter. She married Lucas Arden, Duke of Wilby (and brother of Ben’s wife). Their story is told in Remember Me. They have three children, twins Emily and Christopher, and Pamela.


• Owen is next, the third legitimate son. He appears in all the Ravenswood books, including this one. He is (as yet) unmarried.


• Stephanie is the second daughter and youngest child of Caleb and Clarissa. She is also (as yet) unmarried.


• Clarissa, the widowed Dowager Countess of Stratton, married Matthew Taylor in Remember When. Her parents, the Greenfields, are still living, as is her brother, George. He is married to Clarissa’s close friend Kitty.


THE WESTCOTTS


• Humphrey Westcott, the late Earl of Riverdale, married Alice Snow in a secret ceremony that he hid from his family. They had a daughter, Anastasia. Despite these facts, when Humphrey ran into financial difficulties, he married the wealthy Viola Kingsley in a bigamous marriage.


• Alice was dying of consumption. Humphrey took their daughter and placed her in an orphanage in Bath under the name Anna Snow. She grew up there and then taught school there, having no idea of her real identity. She discovered it after her father’s death, when the truth came out and she found herself to be a very wealthy woman. She married Avery Archer, Duke of Netherby. They have five children—Josephine, Rebecca, Jonah, Beatrice, and John. Anna and Avery’s story is told in Someone to Love.


• Humphrey and Viola had three children. They grew up as an aristocratic family, but were dispossessed after the bigamous nature of their parents’ marriage was revealed.


• The elder daughter, Camille, married Joel Cunningham. They live outside Bath with their three biological children (Jacob, Alice, and Samuel) and six adopted children (Winifred, Sarah, Robbie, Andrew, Susan, and Emma). Camille and Joel’s story is told in Someone to Hold.


• Camille and Joel’s daughter, Winifred Cunningham, is the heroine of this book.


• Humphrey and Viola’s son, Harry, married Lydia Tavernor. Their story is told in Someone to Cherish.


• Humphrey and Viola’s second daughter, Abigail, married Gilbert Pennington. Their story is told in Someone to Honor. There are three children: Katy (from a previous marriage of Gil’s), Seth, and Ben.


• After learning that her marriage of twenty-three years had been bigamous, Viola resumed her maiden name. She married Marcel Lamarr, Marquess of Dorchester. Their story is told in Someone to Cherish.


• Marcel had two children from a previous marriage, twins Bertrand and Estelle Lamarr.


• Estelle married Justin Wiley, Earl of Brandon. Their story is told in Someone Perfect.


• Bertrand remains unmarried. But he appears in several Ravenswood novels because he and Owen Ware are close friends. Bertrand has stayed at Ravenswood a number of times.


But that’s not all . . . There is also the older generation of Westcotts,


Humphrey’s siblings, who refused to let go of Viola and her children after the truth of their brother’s bigamous marriage came to light.


• Matilda is the eldest. She married Charles Sawyer, Viscount Dirkson. He had children from a previous marriage, one of whom is Adrian Sawyer. Matilda’s story is told in Someone to Remember.


• Louise married John Archer, Duke of Netherby. His son from a previous marriage is Avery, who has been Duke of Netherby since his father’s death and is married to Anna. So Louise is both Anna’s aunt and her stepmother.


• Mildred, the youngest sister, is married to Thomas Wayne, Baron Molenor.


Complicated, right? But I hope these notes will help you understand who is who as you read.


And I do hope you will enjoy the book. I know many of you have been waiting for Winifred’s story and hoping I would write it. Well, it is done, and I believe I have found her a good hero in Colonel Nicholas Ware.


Happy reading!


Mary Balogh
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CHAPTER ONE


The streets of London were arrayed in full glory. Flags fluttered from every building, and multicolored ribbons streamed from every railing, pillar, and post, and even human hands. The pavements were crowded with people jostling one another for the best possible view of the parade that would march past, though that would not happen for a while yet. No one showed any noticeable impatience at the long wait ahead of them, however. The June sun beamed down from a clear blue sky, erasing all the anxieties of the past few days, when the gloom-and-doomers among them had predicted clouds, wind, rain, and even, in a few extreme cases, snow. The air was warm without being oppressively so.


Who could have asked for a better day?


When King George IV ascended the throne, his love of pomp and circumstance had prompted him to revive the public celebration of his official birthday in June with the ceremony of Trooping the Colour. Various British regiments, both infantry and cavalry, gorgeously clad in full dress uniform, would parade their colors before the king at Horse Guards Parade on Whitehall before processing along a predetermined route to the lively music of their bands and the delight of the cheering London populace that awaited them.


A privileged few had been invited to watch the full ceremony from the grandstands that had been erected for the occasion around the inner perimeter of Horse Guards Parade itself. Incredibly—she still could not quite believe it was so—Winifred Cunningham was among them. She—who had begun life as a nameless orphan, abandoned on the doorstep of an orphanage in Bath and finally adopted at the age of nine by parents who were themselves either orphaned or born illegitimate—was now seated with the elite of British society, waiting to behold the king and the full visual splendor of Trooping the Colour.


To be strictly accurate, she was not exactly seated. She was standing beside one section of the grandstands, having complained that the man who had come to sit in front of her was wearing a hat at least a mile high and the ladies on either side of him had gone out of their way to outdo each other and every other lady present with the size of their bonnet brims, the lavish display of flowers and bows that adorned them, and the plumes that waved above them. She had never seen anything more ridiculous in her life. Or anything more frustrating, under present circumstances.


She would not be able to see a thing, she had complained to the companions on either side of her, laughter in her voice. That was not strictly accurate if she was willing to duck and stretch and bob and weave to find a gap through which she could peer. If they would only keep still!


So they were going to watch from ground level, Winifred and her two companions, unless some official came along to shoo them back up to their seats in the stands. She had one hand drawn through the reassuringly steady arm of Bertrand Lamarr, Viscount Watley, her stepuncle, and the other through that of the Honorable Owen Ware, youngest brother of the Earl of Stratton and a friend of Bertrand’s from their university days. Winifred’s adoptive mother was the daughter of the Marchioness of Dorchester, who had married the marquess, Bertrand’s father, a few years ago. Bertrand and Estelle, his twin sister, were therefore her mother’s stepsiblings and her stepuncle and stepaunt. Yet they were only seven years older than Winifred.


Yes, it was tricky. Unfortunately, it was not the only complicated thing about the Westcotts, Winifred’s mother’s family and therefore her own.


Bertrand was also gorgeous—tall, dark, and handsome, that age-old stereotype of the perfect man. It would be hard to find any fault with his appearance. He was charming and modest too, seemingly unaware of just how very attractive he was or of how many females of all ages sighed over him and daydreamed about him and set their caps at him. Fortunately, Winifred was not one of them. She was a very practical and sensible young lady and had always been aware that Bertrand was far outside her orbit in every imaginable way. She liked him immensely, however. She felt comfortable in his company. But she was not attracted to him.


The same could not be said of her feelings for Owen Ware, who was tall and fair-haired and good-looking without being startlingly handsome. He was invariably cheerful and amiable. He claimed to be rootless. He was approaching the end of his twenties without any clear idea of what he was going to do with the rest of his life. As a boy and the third son of a noble father—the third legitimate son, anyway—he had been designated for the church and had been duly packed off to university when he turned eighteen. He had done well there, though he had had lots of fun too. He was still toying with the idea of taking holy orders, but—to use his own words—he was somewhat put off by the religious stuff he would have to involve himself in when all he really wanted to do was serve people who needed a helping hand to get through hard times. It was no unrealistic dream. He spent much of his time performing all sorts of volunteer work, most of it grueling and quite unglamorous and unsung.


Winifred, listening to some of his accounts, found herself wanting to experience them with him. Her motive was not piety or a silly image of herself as a ministering angel to the poor and infirm and underprivileged. She knew all the frustrations of trying to help people who rejected help, often with fierce hostility. She had had practice. Her parents had adopted Sarah and her when they married, but they were only the first adoptees. Her parents had adopted several more children after that, most of them with problems no one else was able or willing to take on. They included a deaf boy, another with behavior problems that made him antisocial and often vicious to anyone who tried to be kind to him, and twin girls who suffered from massive insecurities resulting from having been separated for several months to live with couples who did not wish to take both, or perhaps were unable to for some reason. Winifred had a special love for those siblings, though she had no illusions about the ease of solving their problems.


She fancied working with Owen and perhaps . . . marrying him, presumptuous as such a private dream might be. He was, after all, the son of an earl. He definitely liked her, though to be fair, he tended to like everyone. They had talked endlessly, the two of them, since meeting a few weeks ago. Winifred loved serious, meaningful conversation between equals. Empty chitchat designed specifically for the delicate sensibilities of a lady soon irritated her or outright bored her. Owen treated her like a person. Whether he was also attracted to her was another matter, of course.


“Better?” he asked her now.


“Standing down here instead of sitting up there?” she asked. “Yes, indeed. Thank you. Though just to be in this place at all on such an occasion, even stuck behind an enormous black hat, is . . . indescribable. I want to pinch myself.”


“It sounds painful,” Bertrand said. “Best not to do it, Winnie.”


“I will take your advice.” She twinkled up at him before turning back to Owen. “You must be so looking forward to seeing your brother in the parade.”


His elder brother was a cavalry colonel and would be leading one group of cavalry—what was the official word? Battalion? Regiment? Troop? Anyway, he would be leading them onto the parade ground. Winifred had never met him, but she was looking forward to seeing him today.


“Nick?” Owen said. “Yes. I wonder if I will even recognize him, though, all spruced up in his dress uniform as he will be, everything spotless and gleaming. He usually favors an old uniform, which looks rather as though he has been living in it for the past five years or so. As he probably has, though I hasten to add that his batman keeps it in pristine condition, and I am forever in envy of the shine on the boots he usually wears, old and worn though the leather is.”


Colonel the Honorable Nicholas Ware was a career officer. He had spent many years fighting in the thick of combat, most notably in the Battle of Waterloo eight years ago. But more recently he had worked at the Horse Guards in a largely administrative capacity.


“How fortunate it is that you happen to be in London today of all days,” Owen said.


“I would prefer to be in Bath,” she said. “Or, rather, in our home in the hills above Bath, where I can make myself useful with the children or with any classes or workshops or retreats that are happening there. I generally find London too . . . big. And too bewildering.” Not to mention dirty.


Her papa had inherited a large old mansion from the great-uncle he had discovered only very shortly before the latter’s death, having grown up in the orphanage where Winifred too had lived until the age of nine. Papa, annoyed that the old man had chosen to keep his identity secret all those years, had not wanted to accept his inheritance, but at the time he was a struggling artist who also volunteered his services at the orphanage school, where Mama had recently taken employment. Mama had persuaded him that the house would be perfect for his studio and for all sorts of events associated with the arts, and even for school concerts and dramas. They had ended up marrying, and Mama had asked Winifred if she would like to go with them as their adopted daughter. What a glorious day that had been. The best day ever!


The house was always bustling with life and activity. Even when there was no event in progress, there was the family, a mingling of Mama and Papa’s own children and the ones they had adopted— nine of them altogether, not counting Mama and Papa.


“I do too, Winnie,” Bertrand said in response to her remark about London. “I am always tempted to become a hermit and shut myself up in Elm Court. I usually force myself to spend a few weeks of the Season in London, however. It keeps Estelle quiet if nothing else. And I must confess to being glad I am here today.”


Elm Court was Bertrand’s home in Sussex.


Estelle Wiley, Countess of Brandon, lived at Everleigh Park in Hertfordshire with her husband. Their first child was on the way, an impending event that had kept them at home this year. Estelle was eager to see her brother as happily married as she.


The stands had filled up, Winifred could see as she gazed around in awe. The only empty seats must be the three she and her two companions had vacated. Everyone, man and woman alike, it seemed to her, had donned their very best finery for the occasion. She must look like someone’s country cousin in contrast, though Papa had offered to send her shopping for something new and fashionable. She had assured him she did not need anything new. And the trouble with fashion was that it became unfashionable in the blink of an eye. One would need a vast fortune just to keep up. But why do it at all?


“Bertrand tells me that the Duchess of Netherby’s ball at Archer House next week is to be in your honor, Winifred,” Owen said. “You did not tell me that, you modest creature. It is sure to be a grand squeeze. Those Netherby balls are rare events even when they are not celebrating the come-out of a new debutante.”


Winifred grimaced. “It was Aunt Anna’s idea,” she said. “But when I assured her I would really rather the ball not be specifically for me, Uncle Avery fixed me with one of those bored expressions he is so good at and told me not to be tiresome.”


Owen grinned and Bertrand chuckled. “That would do it,” he said.


The Duchess of Netherby really was Winifred’s aunt—in the complicated way that characterized their family. She was Mama’s half sister, though they had been unaware of each other’s existence until they were both adults. Aunt Anna had also grown up at the orphanage in Bath and then remained there to teach until she was called away to London one bleak day—bleak for Winifred, that was—to be informed of her real identity as Lady Anastasia Westcott, only legitimate child of the late Earl of Riverdale and inheritor of all he had possessed except his title and principal seat. Though that last asset had been no treasure at the time, the late earl having allowed it to sink into shabby disrepair. The woman Winifred had always known simply as Miss Anna Snow had not greeted the startling announcement gladly. She had wanted to give up everything and return to her familiar life in Bath. But the Duke of Netherby had had other ideas. He had promptly married her and thus persuaded her to change her mind. He had probably given her one of his looks to persuade her. Winifred did not know how else he had done it. Meanwhile, Mama and her brother and sister as well as Grandmama had been abruptly disinherited of what they had always considered their own. Mama had ended up reacting with what Winifred thought of as her great defiance and taking Aunt Anna’s place as teacher at the orphanage.


Now Papa had come to London to paint Lady Jewell’s portrait and had been invited to stay at Archer House on Hanover Square with his old friend Anna, now also his sister-in-law, and the Duke of Netherby. Mama and Papa could rarely travel anywhere together. There were too many children and pets to be organized and too many events booked at the arts center that was their house. On this occasion Winifred had been persuaded to accompany Papa. Not that much persuasion had been needed. She liked to spend time alone with him, talking about his art, watching how he worked. And she loved her aunt Anna, once her beloved teacher, and her five cousins. She even loved her uncle Avery, formidable as he was and intimidating as he could be. For all his air of ennui, he could not hide from her the fact that he adored Aunt Anna and all his children too. She would forgive him any number of eccentricities just for those facts.


“You will be going to the ball?” she asked Owen.


“Absolutely,” he said. “I hope your dance card is not quite full yet.”


“What a silly idea,” she said, and was aware of the two men grinning at each other over her head. She had no illusions about her attractions, though. She was not pretty, she did not have any alluring curves, she had no feminine wiles, nor did she want any, and she had no birth or fortune to entice even the most desperate of suitors. She could only hope to eventually attract someone who looked for depth of character, someone who was searching more for a companion and helpmeet than an adornment for his home. Someone like Owen himself, perhaps, though it was altogether possible he would be beguiled one of these days by a pretty face.


She would not be brokenhearted if it never happened for her. If she did not find anyone, well . . . Then she would remain at home, where she was always happy and always useful. There were worse things to be than a spinster in a happy home.


“Indulge my silliness,” Owen said. “The duchess is bound to have arranged for some highly respectable partner to lead you into the first set. Reserve the second for me.”


“You are too kind,” she said.


“You will be kinder if you say yes,” he told her. “Imagine the humiliation of having Bertrand witness your rejecting me.”


“I would never let you forget it,” Bertrand said.


“Well, of course I will reserve it for you,” Winifred said. “If I am not upstairs in my room hiding under the bed, that is. And thank you. But is it possible something is happening here?”


There was a noticeable swell in the volume of animated chatter from the packed stands, and all heads were turned in one direction, feathers waving and fluttering from hundreds of bonnets.


“Barely three minutes late,” Bertrand said, consulting a pocket watch. “Impressive. It makes one proud to be British.”


Large doors across the parade ground from them had opened. There were shouts of command from inside, and lines of foot soldiers, led by an officer on horseback, began a procession out onto the parade ground, all moving as one, their booted feet pounding the pavement like the single beat of a bass drum, their scarlet uniforms bright in the sunshine, their tall black beaver hats low on their heads and hiding most of their faces, it seemed, except noses and mouths and chins. How did they see? Their boots and their weapons gleamed in the sunshine. Arms and legs moved in perfect rhythm.


Winifred, clinging to the arms of her companions, was quite sure she had never seen anything more breathtaking in her life.


The soldiers marched past them to the lively music of their regimental band, turned at the end of the parade ground in a complicated maneuver, never losing a beat or the perfect unison that made them one unit rather than a collection of individual men, and marched back and into place. There they came to a stamping halt at the shouted command of the officer on horseback and stood perfectly still and at attention.


But that was not the end of it. More came, first infantry and then cavalry, until the parade ground was filled and there seemed to be no room for more. But there were more to come.


“Ah, here he is,” Owen said, his voice bursting with pride. And another troop entered the grounds, led by an officer on horseback, like all his men.


The officer, Winifred concluded, must be Colonel the Honorable Nicholas Ware, Owen’s brother. She watched his approach with interest, but it was impossible to detect any familial resemblance, if there was any. There was not enough of his face visible. His horse was enormous, its black coat sleek and gleaming. The man matched it. He looked massive to Winifred, with powerful thighs and a broad chest, his beaver low over his brow, the sunshine twinkling off the gold of his epaulets and the buttons on his coat and cuffs. He held a colorful pennant aloft in one hand.


He looked more than a bit menacing, she thought, his jaw set, his mouth in a thin, uncompromising line. And for the first time it occurred to Winifred that all these men, who were putting on such a magnificent display, were actually killers, that killing was what they were trained to do and what all of them had probably done multiple times. Colonel Ware had fought in Spain and Portugal during the wars against Napoleon Bonaparte, and at Waterloo.


She shivered, and Bertrand looked down at her and smiled.


“Formidable, are they not?” he said.


He—the colonel, that was—rode past them without turning his head or nodding acknowledgment of his brother’s presence, without any indication that he saw him, in fact. It was not surprising, of course. One could hardly expect these men to wave their hats to their relatives in the stands. The very thought brought a smile to Winifred’s face.


“A handsome devil, isn’t he?” Owen said.


“I will take your word for it,” she said. “I could see hardly anything of his face.” Not his eyes, not his hair. “But he looks very impressive.”


“Indeed,” he said.


“He certainly has an impressive set of lungs,” Bertrand said as the colonel bellowed out orders to his men. The company turned and made its way back along the parade ground to take up the remaining space at the center. He commanded them to halt, and halt they did, the horses as still as the men.


How did the men train them to do that? In her experience horses invariably tossed their manes and their tails and wiggled their hind quarters even when called to a halt.


The regimental bands fell silent. The regimental flags, also apparently known as the colors, held aloft by the officers who led the men, fluttered gaily in the breeze, the only movement on the parade ground. The cheering and chatter among the spectators in the grandstands had died away, replaced by an almost expectant hush.


Everyone awaited the main event of the morning, the parading of the colors past King George IV. Only one thing was missing.


“Trust the king to be late,” Owen murmured out of the side of his mouth.


“Did anyone expect him not to be?” Bertrand asked, his voice also lowered.


Winifred smiled. She was in no hurry. She was enjoying herself enormously.


Trust the king to be late, Colonel the Honorable Nicholas Ware thought, resisting the dire need to scratch an itch at the side of his nose and wondering idly how many similar itches were being ignored all about him.


He was pleased that Owen had come, since he was the only member of the family currently in London. He had, of course, seen his brother as he rode past. There was not much he missed when he was leading his men, despite the obstruction his beaver could present to his line of vision. It was always important to see ahead and to either side without having to turn his head or tip it back or even swivel his eyes for a clearer look. Sometimes his very life and those of his men depended on it.


He had also procured a ticket for the young lady Owen wanted to bring with him. He had been very nonchalant with his explanation. “She is up from the country for a spell and believes she despises London,” he had said. “I thought it would be good for her to see it at its most splendidly festive. Besides, she is a niece or cousin or stepsister or some such thing to Bert—Lamarr, that is. Viscount Watley. I daresay his father will see to it that he comes too. Actually, his father would probably have seen to it that Miss Cunningham came as well. He is married to her grandmother.”


Presumably he referred to the marquis. But the young lady must certainly be Watley’s stepniece, Nicholas had thought. Also, she appeared to be someone of interest to Owen.


Nicholas had had a good look at her too as he rode past the three of them a short while ago—Owen, Watley, and a young woman, presumably Miss Cunningham, standing in a row between two of the grandstands, her hands drawn through the arms of the two men.


She was not a beauty. She had nothing much for a figure, and her face was unremarkable. She had a wide brow, her hair pushed unbecomingly beneath her bonnet. She was neatly though not elaborately dressed. He guessed her clothes had been purchased or even handmade in the country, where she lived. Bath, he seemed to recall Owen saying. She had steady eyes, which had looked unwaveringly upon him without discernible expression.


Had she been assessing him as a future brother-in-law?


He liked the fact that she had not gazed at him with open admiration. Nicholas had been blessed with good looks all his life. It was not conceited of him to admit it. Women had adored him when he was a child and growing boy. They had continued doing so after he grew up, though the sixteen years since he had joined the military at eighteen had hardened him and weathered his face.


He had also always been told that he had a natural charm women found irresistible. It was not a conscious thing with him. He did not set out to conquer and seduce. Indeed, he had always been guarded in his manner toward the women to whom he found himself attracted. He had never wanted to give the wrong impression or, worse, find himself trapped in a marriage that was not of his choosing.


But he was now thirty-four years old. He had always planned to marry at some time. He wanted the companionship and, yes, the regular sex. He also wanted a family before he was too old to enjoy it.


He was aware that he could have almost any woman he chose. Apart from his looks and apparent charm, he was the son of the late Earl of Stratton, younger brother of the present earl, and in addition to his salary as a cavalry colonel, he had the generous portion his father had left him. He could more or less have his pick of potential brides.


It was not necessarily a blessing.


He was constantly assaulted by the lures of all the most beautiful young women in search of husbands, and pursued by fathers who approved his suit and mothers who were as susceptible to his charms as their daughters. He would not have been human, perhaps, if he had not looked with interest upon all that loveliness on offer. But being a bit perverse, he sometimes longed for an ordinary woman— whatever he might mean by the word ordinary. Someone . . . real. Someone who would see him as a person, not just a bundle of looks and charm and eligibility.


Was the infernal king never going to come? It was hard to keep his mind off his itching nose. The sounds of conversation were resuming in the crowded stands that surrounded the parade ground, in marked contrast with the silent stillness of the gathered regiments.


His thoughts wandered to Grace, to whom he was not betrothed, though he was perilously close. She was the only daughter of General Haviland, Nicholas’s superior officer at the Horse Guards. She was twenty-nine years old and still unmarried, having suffered the loss of two fiancés during the wars, when she was still very young. Now it seemed that Nicholas had been chosen to put an end to the long period of her mourning, if that was what the last eight or nine years had been. The general and Mrs. Haviland had singled him out for more than usual attention in the past few months, and Miss Haviland herself seemed accepting of their choice, though perhaps she genuinely fancied him even without their prompting. It was hard to tell since her manners were always impeccable, perfectly refined and correct, and she was ever amiable. She was also incredibly beautiful, with very dark hair and eyes and a figure no man could resist admiring.


Nicholas had become something of an expert over the years at avoiding entrapment. This time, however, he had made less of an effort. It was time he married. Why not Miss Haviland? She had all the beauty and refinement he could ask for, she was familiar with military life, and he had to marry someone. He had been beginning to wonder if he would ever find that special someone he would instinctively recognize as the woman with whom he could happily live out the rest of his life. Miss Haviland was also the right age. He had no wish to pursue a young miss fresh out of the schoolroom, all giggles and surface charm.


Soon he was going to have to force himself to take the plunge and make his declaration. It was a somewhat alarming prospect, but once he had done it, he would be able to relax. There would be no going back from a formal betrothal.


Suddenly the band struck up a lively tune, and a great cheer went up from the grandstands.


The king, it seemed, had arrived.









CHAPTER TWO


Winifred stood in the middle of her dressing room at Archer House, staring glumly at her image in the pier glass. It was time to go downstairs, but she wished she were anywhere else on earth. Preferably at home in Bath, making herself useful. At the very least she wished she could simply snap her fingers and find that it was tomorrow, and this most dreaded of all nights was over and done with.


She would have been happy enough simply to be a guest at the Duke and Duchess of Netherby’s ball. She was not immune to splendor and lavish festivities or even dancing, after all. Aunt Anna had predicted—just as Owen had at the Trooping the Colour last week—that this would be a grand squeeze of an event, since everyone to whom she had sent an invitation had replied in the affirmative. It would no doubt be an exciting spectacle and something that under normal circumstances would provide Winifred with great enjoyment and endless anecdotes to recount in a letter home to Mama and her brothers and sisters.


She could even have hoped to dance—with Papa, with Bertrand, with Owen, and even perhaps with Uncle Avery. Mostly, though, she would have been content to stand in a quiet corner, drinking in the sights and sounds around her, unnoticed and unselfconscious.


It was not going to be that way, alas. For she was not just any guest, an obscure niece of the duchess’s who just happened to be staying at Archer House on the day of the ball.


She was the reason for it.


It was being given in her honor, a sort of come-out ball at the advanced age of twenty-one. Aunt Anna had insisted upon it, and Uncle Avery had quelled Winifred’s protest with that bored look of his she always found terrifying. Papa had thought it a grand idea, and Mama, when appealed to for intervention in a hastily written letter, replied that she only wished she could be there with her daughter. Alas, it was not possible, she had lamented, but Aunt Anna would be a wonderful substitute mother for the occasion. Mama trusted her utterly.


Winifred remembered the time when Mama had hated Aunt Anna, blaming her quite unfairly—she even admitted it herself now—for her own loss of status and title and the ending of a betrothal when it was discovered that her father had still been married to an unsuspected first wife when he married Grandmama, making Grandmama a bigamous wife and her children, Mama, Uncle Harry, and Aunt Abby, illegitimate. Aunt Anna, meanwhile, having languished for most of her life in the orphanage in Bath, had found that she was the only legitimate daughter of a father she could not remember and the sole inheritor of his vast fortune, amassed, incidentally, with the help of a large dowry Grandmama had brought to the bigamous marriage.


That feud of the half siblings was a thing of the past. Sometimes—like now, for example—Winifred almost wished it were not. How awful of her.


They would be waiting for her in the ballroom, the duke and duchess, where she was to stand with them in the receiving line. She simply could not do it. Her stomach felt distinctly queasy. But she had no choice.


If she knotted together all the sheets from her bed and dangled them from the window, would they reach within jumping distance of the street below?


Her reflected image smiled briefly and bleakly back at her from the glass.


At least Aunt Anna had not insisted upon a white ballgown, all frills and flounces, the standard uniform of debutantes. She had agreed with Winifred that an ivory silk gown of slim lines and simple design, not a frill in sight, suited her far better. She had, though, persuaded Winifred to choose elbow-length gloves of dull gold and dancing slippers to match. Papa had presented her this morning with a double chain necklace of fine gold—Nothing too elaborate, Winnie. I know you—and with small gold earbobs.


Her hair had been a bit of a bone of contention. The maid who had been sent to style it for her, following definite instructions from Her Grace, had been rather tight-lipped when Winifred insisted upon a different style. Aunt Anna, when she came to inspect the results a short while ago, had tipped her head to one side and suggested that perhaps a few tendrils of hair curled over her ears and about her temples and over her brow would become her without looking too fussy. Winifred had insisted upon leaving it as it was, rather severely drawn back from her face and over the crown of her head and dressed in some sort of twist at the back. It was her normal look, except perhaps for the twist, which had involved a few braids rather than the simple knot she favored when doing her own hair. She had conceded that issue. She did not want her aunt or even the maid to think of her as difficult or stubborn, though the maid obviously did anyway.


But she stuck with her choice. She did not want to be a debutante, open to the critical gaze of half the ton— at least half of it— and found wanting. All the frills and flounces and curled tendrils in the world would not make a beauty of her. She did not want to be beautiful, not in any artificial way, at least. She just wanted to be Winifred Cunningham. Why did people always want you to be what you were not?


There was a tap on the outer door, and it opened a crack to admit Papa’s head. He smiled at her and pushed the door wide.


“Perfection,” he said, looking her over with approval. “You look beautiful, Winnie, as you always do.”


He sounded as if he meant it. Papa was a portrait painter, much in demand by potential sitters. Yet he never flattered his subjects when he painted them. Rather, he spent time with them before he even set brush to canvas, searching out the person behind the appearance. The resulting portraits, which were always true to life, warts and all, nevertheless suggested the unique character and beauty of that person. It was quite extraordinary. Winifred admired him enormously.


He saw her, in all her plainness, as beautiful. Though he was, of course, biased, even discounting his artist’s vision.


“We had better go down,” he said, “before Netherby comes up and turns his quizzing glass on you. You would not enjoy that.”


“Indeed I would not,” she said, laughing. “But I wish I could simply erase the coming few hours, Papa.”


“But just think of how disappointed Mama would be,” he said.


“You win.” She sighed and crossed the room to take his arm.


Nicholas declined an invitation to dine with General Haviland and his wife and daughter before the Netherby ball. He was close to being resigned to making a match with Grace Haviland, it was true, but the caution of years warned him against arriving at the ball with the lady on his arm while her parents came along behind, smiling their approval. He used as an excuse a promise already given to dine with his brother.


“You have invited me to dine with you,” he told Owen on the morning of the ball.


“I have, have I?” Owen said. “It sounds like a ruse to me, Nick. We will go to White’s, then? My man might be a bit put out if I inform him with so little notice that I will be dining at home— with a distinguished guest.”


They arrived at Archer House in the middle of the evening after waiting almost fifteen minutes outside at the back of a long line of carriages. When they ascended the red carpeted steps to the front doors and went inside, it was to the sight of the curving staircase up to the ballroom crowded with chattering guests awaiting their turn to pass along the receiving line.


“You fancy the Cunningham girl, do you, Owen?” Nicholas asked.


His brother shrugged. “I am not sure I would use the word fancy,” he said. “But I like her. I find her interesting. She does not go on and on, rapturizing over bonnets and such. She does not simper. Or giggle.”


A lover’s words indeed.


He had been right in his brief assessment of her at Trooping the Colour, Nicholas thought when they arrived in the doorway of the ballroom and waited to be announced. Miss Cunningham was standing between the Netherbys in a mercifully short receiving line. She was not beautiful. She was slender, with a figure that was neat but in no way alluring. She was at least sensible enough not to try prettying herself up with a frivolous gown. Her hair was dressed more severely than one expected of the guest of honor at a ton ball, and it was an undistinguished midbrown in color. Her face was plain. Not ugly. But not pretty either. She had perhaps been clever. All the frills and flounces and curls and ringlets in the world would not make a beauty of her. She had not tried. Rather, she had dressed for neatness and comfort, at a guess. Consequently, she stood out from the crowd. He approved of what he saw.


She was the daughter of Joel Cunningham and the former Lady Camille Westcott. Owen had told the latter’s story over dinner. Miss Cunningham was an adopted daughter, apparently. She was certainly not going to attract an army of suitors tonight with that pedigree, especially when she had neither the looks nor the glamor to persuade any man to ignore the lack. She probably had no fortune to speak of either. Her father made his living as a portrait painter and manager of some sort of arts center in Bath, according to Owen.


She might be just what his brother needed, though. A sensible woman.


She was greeting everyone with quiet dignity. She was not doing a great deal of smiling and absolutely no simpering. Not, that was, until they had been announced and Owen appeared before her and offered his hand. She smiled with bright and open pleasure then, something her peers would doubtless consider a social blunder of major proportions if she wished to indicate an interest in him. A look of haughty indifference was the more accepted tactic to bring a man to heel.


Owen was smiling back as she placed her hand in his and he raised it to his lips.


“You have reserved the second set for me, I hope?” he said.


“You have not had a great deal of competition,” she said. “I will be dancing the opening set with Bertrand.”


No competition. The opening set with a relative. What other woman would admit the former or seem pleased about the latter? Though Watley was a handsome fellow, it was true.


Then it was Nicholas’s turn to bow over the lady’s hand. Her cheeks had flushed slightly and her eyes had brightened during her encounter with Owen. She looked at Nicholas with candid curiosity.


“You do not look so massive out of the saddle and without the scarlet uniform and the beaver helmet,” she said, surprising him. “Your face, now that I can see it all, does not look so formidable or so—” She stopped abruptly.


He raised his eyebrows and waited for her to complete the thought.


“So cruel,” she said. “I beg your pardon. That is too stark a word.”


Cruel. No woman to his knowledge had ever used that word to describe him before now, even those he had disappointed by deflecting their advances. He prided himself on his good manners.


“May I hope that you still have the supper dance free?” he asked. He had not intended to dance with her at all unless, as was unlikely, she showed signs of becoming a wallflower during the evening. But that particular dance would give him a chance to sit and converse with her over supper, and . . . And what? Decide if she could possibly be the sort of bride to make Owen happy? As though his opinion mattered.


Cruel. He did not know whether to laugh or be offended.


“I do,” she said, frowning slightly. “Shall I reserve it for you?”


“If you would be so good,” he said, and moved on to shake hands with Netherby.


“Just look at this,” Owen said as they moved on into the ballroom. “The place is bursting at the seams, and the dancing has not even started yet.”


“Your Miss Cunningham must be pleased,” Nicholas said.


Owen frowned. “She is not my Miss Cunningham, Nick,” he said. “Mrs. Haviland is over there, trying to attract your attention. You had better go and pay your respects to your Miss Haviland.”


“Touché,” Nicholas said.


“She is devilish pretty,” Owen said.


“Yes, she is,” Nicholas agreed before he made his way across the ballroom floor, smiling as he went, to where the general’s wife stood with her daughter. Though pretty was perhaps too tame a word to describe Grace. She was downright beautiful.


And apparently willing to accept his suit.


The part of the evening Winifred had dreaded most was over. A trickle of guests had still been making its way along the receiving line, but Aunt Anna had decided it was past time for the dancing to begin. In her opinion, anyone who arrived this late deserved to go without a personal welcome. She presented Winifred formally to Bertrand, who took her hand, bowed over it before placing it on his sleeve, and led her onto the floor, which had emptied of milling guests to make way for the dancing. He smiled at her and winked.


“Will you look less terrified if I promise not to tread on your feet or allow you to trip over mine?” he asked her. “Come, Winnie. You have danced at balls before. I have seen you—enjoying yourself quite exuberantly, I might add.”


“But they were small family affairs and really not at all intimidating,” she said. “I have never before been alone in the middle of a fashionable ballroom, with the gathered ton gazing at me and waiting for me to put one foot wrong.”


“What?” he said. “Alone? I am nobody, then, am I? Besides, other couples are following our lead.”


It was true. The floor was filling with dancers, forming long lines in anticipation of the first set. The orchestra had finished tuning their instruments. And those who were looking their way were more likely to be gazing at Bertrand, who had achieved the seemingly impossible to appear even more handsome than usual in crisp black and white evening dress. They must be pitying him, obliged as he was to lead off the ball with her.


But she was not going to start belittling herself just because there were dozens of young women more beautiful than she and certainly more elaborately dressed. She was Winifred Cunningham, and she was pleased with herself. Even her appearance. She did not want to be like other women. She wanted to be herself.


“You are certainly not nobody, Bertrand. I daresay every other woman in the room is gazing with envy at me.” She grinned at him suddenly. “Those who are not gazing at you in envy, that is, because you have me for a partner.”


“That’s the spirit, Winnie,” he said, chuckling.


But there was no more time for talk. A sort of hush had descended upon the ballroom as Avery welcomed everyone from the orchestra dais and announced the opening set of country dances. The musicians struck a decisive chord, and the ball began.


Despite herself, Winifred felt a shiver of excitement along her spine.


There was a certain family resemblance between Owen Ware and Colonel Ware, she thought, though nothing particularly obvious. They were about the same height, though the colonel looked taller, with his very upright military bearing and his broad shoulders and what must be powerful muscles in his arms and chest and thighs. Both were fair-haired, but the colonel’s hair was a mix of light brown and blond and waved over his head to give him a slightly tousled look. His face was more weathered than his brother’s and somewhat more rugged. And there were his jaw and his mouth, firm, perhaps stubborn. They were what last week had left her with the impression of cruelty. One would certainly not wish to be one of his men, caught neglecting a duty. Or an enemy facing his sword.


Goodness, had she really called him cruel to his face? She felt her cheeks grow hot at the memory and looked at Bertrand, who smiled reassuringly back at her.


He was devastatingly good-looking—Colonel Ware, that was. And attractive. If there was a difference between the two. Not in the way Owen was handsome and attractive, though. He did not have Owen’s lean grace or . . . sparkle. He was noticeably older— probably in his thirties? Owen, she knew, must be twenty-eight or thereabouts, the same age as Bertrand. They had been at university together.


She was twirling down the set suddenly, Bertrand’s hand firm against her back to prevent her from spinning away out of control. The other dancers in the lines, ladies on one side, gentlemen on the other, clapped in time to the music as they watched. Winifred laughed with exuberance. She did not expect to dance all night, but she did like dancing and must enjoy every chance she had—the next set with Owen, who had joined the other line with his partner for this set, and a dance later in the evening with Colonel Ware.


That was not a happy prospect, however. Somehow she found him a bit frightening— no, intimidating was a better word. And it was the supper dance. She knew what that meant. They would sit together for the meal, and unless she could maneuver matters otherwise, they would engage each other in almost exclusive conversation for at least half an hour.


Did he sense a possible romance between her and his younger brother? Did he intend to grill her to discover if she was worthy to be admitted to the ranks of his hallowed family? Had he already made up his mind? Did he intend to warn her off?


She had no intention of being intimidated. Correction: Since that was already happening, she had no intention of giving in to it. She was not at all sure Owen was interested in her in that way anyway. She was not sure she was interested in him. But she did know that she liked him enormously and that he was just the sort of man with whom she might settle happily.


He limped very slightly, Winifred thought, her mind returning to Colonel Ware. It was the only physical imperfection she had detected, though really it was very minor. An old battle wound, perhaps? She must ask Owen. No, she must not. It would really be an unpardonably indelicate thing for a woman to ask about a stranger.


The set was over far too soon, perhaps because she had not given it her whole attention. Gentlemen were leading their partners off the floor, clearing it for the next set.


“Thank you, Winnie,” Bertrand said as he led her back to Aunt Anna’s side. “You are an excellent dancer. Enjoy the rest of the evening.”


“Thank you,” she said. “I will.”


“Yet suddenly you look again as if you are facing your own execution,” he said. “Dare I predict you will dance every single set of the evening until the last guest totters homeward?”


Winifred laughed, though it occurred to her for the first time that he might be right. The Duchess of Netherby was hosting this ball and it was in her honor. Aunt Anna was always a perfect hostess. It would be a matter of great pride and importance to her to see that her niece was not without a partner all evening.


So much for that quiet corner.


Nicholas danced every set though he knew his leg would ache more than usual tomorrow. He had learned to ignore such inconveniences. He always enjoyed mingling with other people at the social events he attended. He enjoyed choosing his partners at balls. He liked conversing with them, as far as the figures of the dance allowed. He savored the opening set with Grace. She looked strikingly handsome in an emerald green gown. She lived up to her name in the way she danced. She smiled and gave him her attention. He felt that she genuinely liked him, as he liked her. But love? Did it matter if she loved him? Or if he loved her? They were both past such romantic nonsense, surely. Liking would give place to affection if they married and eventually to a sort of love, which might not be passionate but would be lasting. He would be able to trust her, he firmly believed, as she could trust him. Once he was married, his wife would have all his loyalty. All his fidelity. He had never been much of a philanderer anyway.


She would be a good mother—as he hoped he would be a good father. Different from his own. But he shook off that thought as soon as he became aware of it. His father had been who he was, just as he, Nicholas, was who he was. Why should he fear becoming his father all over again just because he looked like him and shared a basic gregarious nature with him? It was disturbing when other people still told him, as though they thought it was a compliment, that he was just like his father. One person had told him that just tonight. He had forced himself to smile.


His father had been enormously popular, both at home at Ravenswood and here in London, where he had spent the spring months, supposedly attending to his parliamentary duties while Mama and his children remained at home in the country. It was only when Nicholas was eighteen and about to leave home that he passed the age of innocence with an abrupt jolt when he discovered who, or rather what, his father really was.


He simply must make Grace an offer soon. There was no point in delaying. Her parents expected it. So, no doubt, did she. And he was not going to find anyone more suitable. He did need to ascertain first, however, that it was what she truly wished. He did not want to discover after their marriage that she had accepted him only because it was expected of her. Not that he would discover it even then, he supposed. Her vows made, she was unlikely ever to admit such an unsavory truth to him.


“Would it be too much to ask that you reserve another set for me later this evening, perhaps directly after supper?” he asked her as he led her back to her mother’s side.


It was unexceptionable, he knew, to dance twice in an evening with the same partner, though he rarely did it himself.


“Thank you,” she said. “I will.”


Which left him wondering why he had not, even before tonight, reserved the supper dance with her. Having the meal together would have given them the chance for a private tête-à-tête, perhaps to be followed by a stroll in the garden. Instead, he had asked Miss Cunningham, in whom he could have no possible interest beyond the connection with Owen. He rather liked her despite, or perhaps because of, her outspokenness in the receiving line. But as a sister-in-law? As a lifetime partner for his fun-loving brother?


Owen’s business was not his, of course. Even Devlin, their elder brother and head of the family as the Earl of Stratton, did not interfere in any of their relationships.


It finally came time to claim his partner for the supper dance. He had observed that she was a good dancer. She had danced all evening so far, which was not surprising. The duchess would have seen to that. If Owen did not come up to scratch, Her Grace would probably also procure some respectable marriage offer for her niece. He guessed that Miss Cunningham was in her twenties already.


They did not talk as they danced. They would do that later. Instead, they moved with the twirling crowds of their fellow dancers, and it struck Nicholas that her obvious exuberance was as unfashionable as her appearance. Most of the other ladies either smiled politely as they danced or looked fashionably bored. It would seem that most considered it undignified to show open enthusiasm. Even Grace . . .


But no, he was not going to pursue that thought.


“Allow me to escort you into the supper room,” he said, bowing over Miss Cunningham’s hand as the set drew to an end. “Shall we see if we can find a quiet table somewhere?”


She looked consideringly at him. “So you may interrogate me?” she asked.


Her blunt observations never ceased to take him by surprise. He smiled at her. “I promise not to use the thumb screws,” he said.


“That is vastly reassuring, Colonel Ware,” she said, setting her hand on his offered arm.


He led her in the direction of the supper room and was fortunate enough to find a small side table still unoccupied. He settled her on one side of it and seated himself on the other.


All around them there was a swell of sound as other guests found spaces and friends and settled into animated conversation, each person trying to raise his or her voice above the multitude. Fortunately, Nicholas had never found it difficult to make himself heard, even without resorting to the use of his parade ground voice.


“Now, why would you expect an interrogation?” he asked, regarding his companion with amusement.
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