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St. James’s Square, London
1806


FATE HAD JUST DEALT Viscount Dewland a blow that would have felled a weaker—or more sympathetic—man. He gaped silently at his eldest son for a moment, ignoring his wife’s twittering commentary. But a happy thought revived him. That same wife had, after all, provided him with two male offspring.

Without further ado he spun on his heel and barked at his younger son, “If your brother can’t do his duty in bed, then you’ll do it. You can act like a man for once in your life.”

Peter Dewland was caught unawares by his father’s sudden attack. He had risen to adjust his neckcloth in the drawing-room mirror, thereby avoiding his brother’s eyes. Really, what does a man say to that sort of confession? But like his father, Peter recovered quickly from unpredictable assaults.

He walked around the end of the divan and sat down. “I gather you are suggesting that I marry Jerningham’s daughter?”

“Of course I am!” the viscount snapped. “Someone has to marry her, and your brother has just declared himself ineligible.”

“I beg to differ,” Peter remarked with a look of cool distaste. “I have no plans to marry at your whim.”

“What in the bloody hell do you mean? Of course you’ll marry the girl if I instruct you to do so!”

“I do not plan to marry, Father. Not at your instigation nor at anyone else’s.”

“Rubbish! Every man marries.”

Peter sighed. “Not true.”

“You’ve squired about every beautiful gal that came on the market in the last six years. If you had formed a true attachment, I would not stand in your way. But since you haven’t made a move to attach yourself, you will marry Jerningham’s girl.

“You shall do as I say, boy,” the viscount bellowed. “Your brother can’t take on the job, and so you have to do it. I’ve been lenient with you. You might be in the Seventh Foot at this very moment. Have you thought of that?”

“I’d rather take a pair of colors than a wife,” Peter retorted.

“Absolutely not,” his father said, reversing himself. “Your brother’s been at the point of death for years.”

Inside the drawing room, the silence swelled ominously. Peter grimaced at his elder brother, whose muscled body proclaimed his general fitness to the world at large.

Erskine Dewland, who had been staring meditatively at the polished surface of his Hessians, raised his heavy-lidded eyes from his boots to his father’s face. “If Peter is determined not to marry, I could take her on.” His deep voice fell into the silent room.

“And what’s the point of that? You can’t do the job properly, and I’m not wedding Jerningham’s daughter to … to … in that case. I’ve got principles. The girl’s got a right to expect a sound husband, for God’s sake.”

Quill, as Erskine was known to his intimates, opened his mouth again. And then thought better of it. He could certainly consummate the marriage, but it wouldn’t be a very pleasant experience. Any woman deserved more from marriage than he could offer. While he had come to terms with his injuries, especially now that they had ceased to bother his movement, the three-day migraines that followed repetitive motion made his likelihood for marital bliss very slight.

“Can’t argue with that, can you?” The viscount looked triumphantly at his eldest son. “I’m not some sort of a caper merchant, passing you off as whole goods when you’re not. Mind you, we could. The girl wouldn’t know a thing, of course, until it was too late. And her father’s turned into such a loose screw that he’s not even accompanying her out here.

“Point is,” Dewland went on, turning back to his youngest son, “the girl’s expecting to marry someone. And if it can’t be Quill, it’s got to be you. I’ll send your picture over on the next boat.”

Peter replied through his teeth, each word spaced. “I do not wish to marry, Father.”

The viscount’s cheeks reddened again. “It’s time you stopped gadding about. By God, you will do as I say!”

Peter avoided his father’s gaze, seemingly absorbed in flicking the smallest piece of lint from the black velvet collar of his morning coat. Satisfied, he returned to the subject at hand. “You seem to have misunderstood me. I refuse to marry Jerningham’s daughter.” Only the smallest tremor in his voice betrayed his agitation.

The viscountess broke in before her husband could bellow whatever response he had in mind. “Thurlow, I don’t like your color. Perhaps we might continue this conversation at a later time? You know what the doctor said about getting overtaxed!”

“Balderdash!” the viscount protested, although he allowed his wife to pull him back onto a couch. “By George, you had better obey me, Mister Peter Dewland, or you will find yourself out the door.” The veins of his forehead were alarmingly swollen.

His wife sent a beseeching glance to her youngest son. His jaw was set in a manner that his father would have recognized, had there been a mirror in the near vicinity.

But before Peter could say a word, his father erupted out of his seat once again. “And just what am I supposed to say to this young girl who’s coming all the way over from India? Tell her that you ‘prefer not to marry her’? You planning on telling my old friend Jerningham that you decline to marry his gal?”

“That is precisely what I suggest,” Peter replied.

“And what about the money Jerningham’s lent me over the years, eh? Given it to me without a word of advice—just sent me over the blunt to do with as I like! If your brother Quill hadn’t pulled down a fortune speculating on the East India Company, Jerningham might still be lending me money. As it is, we agreed to consider it a dowry. You will marry the gal, or I’ll … I’ll…”

The viscount’s face was purple all over now, and he was unconsciously rubbing his chest.

“Quill could pay back the money,” Peter suggested.

“Bloody hell! I’ve already allowed your brother to turn himself into a merchant, playing around on the Exchange—I’ll be damned if I’ll allow him to pay off my debts!”

“I don’t see why not,” Peter retorted. “He’s paid for everything else.”

“That’s enough! The only reason your brother—the only reason I allowed Erskine to take on the smell of the market was because—well, because he’s a cripple. But at least he acts his age. You’re naught but a fribble, a sprig of fashion!”

As the viscount drew a breath, Quill raised his head and met his younger brother’s eyes. In the depths of Quill’s silent apology, Peter saw the manacles of marriage looming.

His father was glaring at him with all the frustration of a ruddy, boisterous Englishman whose younger son has proved to be nothing like himself. Peter cast a desperate look at his mother, but there was no help to be found.

He quailed. His stomach churned. He opened his mouth to protest, but could think of nothing to say. And finally, the habits of a lifetime’s submission took hold.

“Very well.” His voice was hollow.

Kitty Dewland rose and came to give him a grateful kiss on the cheek. “Dear Peter,” she said. “You were always my comforting one, my good child. And in truth, darling, you have escorted so many women without making an offer. I’m certain that Jerningham’s daughter will be a perfect match for you. His wife was French, you know.”

In her son’s eyes there was a bleak desolation that Kitty hated to see. “Is there someone else? Is there a woman whom you were hoping to marry, darling?”

Peter shook his head.

“Well, then,” Kitty said gaily. “We will be right and tight when this girl—what’s her name, Thurlow? Thurlow!”

When Kitty turned around she found her husband leaning back and looking rather white. “M’chest doesn’t feel so good, Kitty,” he mumbled.

And when Kitty flew out of the drawing room, she was far too discomposed to note how odd it was that her beloved butler, Codswallop, was hovering just on the other side of the door.

“Send for Doctor Priscian,” she shrieked, and trotted back into the room.

The plump and precise Codswallop couldn’t resist taking a curious look at the elder Dewland son before he rang for a footman. It was that hard to believe. Erskine had a physique Codswallop had secretly admired: a body remarkably suited to tight pantaloons and fitted coats, the kind of body housemaids giggled about behind stairs. Must be some sort of injury to his private parts. Codswallop shuddered sympathetically.

Just then Quill turned about and looked Codswallop in the face. Quill’s eyes were a curious green-gray, set in a face stamped with lines of pain and deeply tanned. Without moving a muscle, he cast Codswallop a look that scathed him to his bones.

Codswallop scuttled back into the hall and rang for a footman. The viscount was supported off to his bedchamber, followed by his clucking wife. Young Peter bounded out the door looking like murder, followed rather more slowly by Quill, and Codswallop pulled the drawing-room doors closed with a snap.
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SOME THREE MONTHS LATER, the whole affair was tied up. Miss Jerningham was due to arrive on the Plassey, a frigate sailing from Calcutta, within the week. There was one last explosion of rage on the part of the viscount when Peter announced, on the day before Miss Jerningham was due to arrive, that he was taking a long sojourn in the country. But by supper on the fifth of September, the sullen bridegroom had taken himself off to his club rather than to Herefordshire, and Viscount Dewland repeated over stewed pigeon that the marriage would be an excellent solution to all their problems. There was an unspoken acknowledgment between Thurlow and his wife that Peter, if left to his own devices, might indeed never marry.

“He’ll settle down once the girl arrives,” Thurlow declared.

“They will have beautiful children,” added Kitty.

Only Quill seemed to have a growing sense of unease about the forthcoming marriage. After his parents left the salon, he walked restlessly to the windows overlooking the gardens. He leaned forward, resting his forehead against the hard curve of his forearm, shifting his weight slightly from his protesting right leg. He was accustomed to the blustery explosion of his father’s rage. He had tolerated it for years by listening in silence and then following his own inclination. Peter had ever bent with the wind, and so it was no surprise that ultimately he gave in to the viscount’s plans. Surely Peter could not have really thought to escape marriage, once it became clear that he or his son would inherit the title someday.

But an uneasy chill sat on Quill’s heart. He remembered the girl’s name, even if no one else did: Gabrielle Jerningham. And what would Gabrielle’s life be like with Peter as her husband? It would be an urbane life, a sophisticated life. Likely the young couple would share the kind of marriage Quill saw frequently in the ton: cool and friendly.

He straightened, moving into a great arching stretch. His body was outlined by light thrown against the dark glass, every muscle caressed by his clothing. It was a body honed by denial, exercise, and pain: a body whose master knew its every strength and its every weakness. It was not the body of an average gentleman of the London ton in 1806.

Quill shrugged back his hair. Damned if it wasn’t getting unfashionably long again. For a moment he froze, struck by a memory of the wind screaming past his face, wrenching his hair back from his scalp as he rode a galloping stallion.

But horses, like sex, had become a delight whose payment was greater than the offered pleasure. The rhythmic motion of horseback riding invariably instigated three days of agony in a darkened room, his body covered in sweat and gripped by nausea, his head clenched in a steel band of pain. And the only advice doctors had offered was that his head injury of six years ago had led to an inability to endure rhythm. Any kind of rhythm.

Quill’s jaw hardened and he mentally shrugged off the image of a galloping horse. To his mind there was nothing worse than lamenting what could not be. Women and horses were simply part of his past, and no part of his future.

Then he grinned. The very sports he was mourning—a hard riding session and a woman’s nightly companionship—were delights that held absolutely no interest for Peter. Lord, but he and his brother were as alike as chalk and cheese.

At any rate, he was probably worrying about Gabrielle and Peter for naught. Peter might not like the idea of marriage, but he did love female companionship. A decorous French miss, with whom Peter could gossip, discuss fashion, and attend balls, might well become his closest friend. And Gabrielle was an elegant name, one that brought to mind a woman versed in the ways of the world. Peter had a great admiration—nay, a passion—for beauty. Surely an exquisite young Frenchwoman would be able to coax him into compliance with an unwanted marriage.
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UNFORTUNATELY, QUILL WOULD HAVE ABANDONED that hope could he have seen the aforementioned exquisite Frenchwoman.

Peter’s fiancée was kneeling on the floor of her cabin, looking into the eager face of a young girl who sat before her on a small tuffet. Gabrielle’s hair was tumbling about her ears, and her old-fashioned dress was crumpled. The last thing she resembled was a sophisticated French miss from La Belle Assemblée.

“The tiger crept through the tangled jungle.” Gabby’s voice was a thrilling whisper. “He put one paw softly before the next, barely disturbing the song of the magpies far above. His long tongue licked his chops at the thought of the delicious meal that trotted before him.”

Phoebe Pensington, a five-year-old orphan being sent to live with English relatives, shivered as Gabby, whose soft brown eyes had taken on a tigerish glare, continued.

“But when the tiger reached the edge of the forest, he stopped short. The goat was walking along the shore, his white hooves prancing at the very edge of the tumbling azure waves of the Indian Ocean. And the tiger was afraid of water. His stomach urged him to follow, but his heart pounded with fear. He stopped in the speckled shade of a bongo-bongo tree—”

“But, Miss Gabby,” Phoebe broke in anxiously, “what did the tiger have for supper that night if he didn’t eat the goat? Wouldn’t he be hungry?”

Gabby’s brown eyes lit with amusement. “Perhaps the tiger was so mortified by his own lack of courage that he went to a far-off mountaintop and lived on nothing but fruits and vegetables.”

“I don’t think so.” Phoebe was a very practical little girl. “I think it’s more likely that the tiger would have gone after that goat and eaten him up.”

“The tiger had a cat’s natural abhorrence for water,” Gabby said. “He didn’t see the beauty of the waves as they danced into shore. To him the curling waves looked like the claws of tiny crabs, reaching out to nibble his bones!”

Phoebe gave a thrilled little shriek just as the door to the cabin swung open, breaking the spell of Gabby’s voice.

The black-gowned figure of Eudora Sibbald stared at the scene before her. Miss Gabrielle Jerningham was unaccountably positioned on the floor. As always, her hair was tumbling out of its knot and her dress was rumpled. It wasn’t for Mrs. Sibbald to recognize the beauty of Gabby’s shining golden-brown hair as it worked loose from pins and combs and assumed its normal position: halfway up and halfway down. No—what Phoebe’s governess saw was a proper hoyden, a young lady whose hair echoed her general demeanor.

“Phoebe.” Her voice rasped like a rusty gate.

Phoebe scrambled to her feet and bobbed a curtsy.

“Miss Jerningham,” Mrs. Sibbald continued, rather as if she were addressing a recalcitrant scullery maid.

Gabby was already on her feet and greeting Mrs. Sibbald with a charming smile. “Do forgive us—” she began.

But Mrs. Sibbald interrupted. “Miss Jerningham, I might have misunderstood you.” Her bearing indicated that she never misunderstood anything. “I trust that I did not hear you mention nibbled bones?”

Really, Gabby thought to herself, Sibbald couldn’t have entered at a worse moment.

“Oh, no,” Gabby said, her voice soothing. “I was merely telling Phoebe an improving tale from the Bible.”

Mrs. Sibbald’s jaw lengthened. She’d heard what she’d heard, and it didn’t sound like any Bible tale to her.

“The story of Jonah and the whale,” Gabby added hastily. “You know, Mrs. Sibbald, since my father is a missionary, I find it quite natural to relate stories from the Bible wherever I go.”

Mrs. Sibbald’s mouth relaxed slightly. “Well, in that case, Miss Jerningham,” she allowed. “However, I must beg you not to overexcite the child. Excitement is injurious to the digestion. And where is Master Kasi Rao Holkar?”

“I believe Kasi is taking a nap at the present, Mrs. Sibbald. He mentioned a wish to retire.”

“If you’ll forgive me for saying so, Miss Jerningham, you coddle that boy. Prince or not, a deserving tale from the Bible would do him some good. After all, he’s a native. Lord only knows what sort of influences he had as a child.”

“Kasi grew up in my house,” Gabby said. “I assure you that he is as Christian as little Phoebe.”

“An unfeasible comparison,” Mrs. Sibbald announced. “No Indian could be as Christian as an English child.

“It is teatime,” she announced. “Miss Jerningham, your hair has fallen again. I advise that your coiffure receive immediate attention.” And on that lowering note, Mrs. Sibbald left the cabin.

Gabby sighed and sank into a chair, realizing that there did seem to be a large number of wispy curls hanging about her face. Then she felt a tug on her gown.

“Miss Gabby, she forgot me. Do you think I ought to remind her?” Round blue eyes stared worshipfully at Gabby.

Gabby pulled Phoebe’s leggy little body up onto her lap. “I swear you have grown half a head on this trip,” she said.

“I know,” Phoebe replied, looking with disapproval at the hem of her gown. She stuck out a booted leg. “My dress has become so short that my pantaloons are beginning to show!” Her eyes were round with horror at that idea.

“When you reach England, I’m sure that you will have a new dress.”

“Do you think she’ll like me?” Phoebe whispered into Gabby’s shoulder.

“Will who like you?”

“My new mother.”

“How could she not like you? You are the sweetest five-year-old girl aboard this whole ship,” Gabby said, rubbing her cheek against Phoebe’s soft hair. “In fact, you may well be the sweetest five-year-old who ever sailed from India.”

Phoebe pressed closer. “Because when I had to say good-bye to my ayah”—a farewell that seemed to have traumatized her far more than the untimely deaths of two parents she scarcely recognized—“my ayah said that I must be very, very good or my new mama will not like me, since I don’t have any money to bring her.”

Gabby silently cursed Phoebe’s ayah—and not for the first time. “Phoebe,” she said as firmly as she could, “money has nothing to do with whether a mother loves her babies or not. Your new mother would love you even if you arrived in your nightdress!”

And she devoutly hoped it was true. From what the captain had told her, there had been no answer to the letter sent to Phoebe’s only living relative, her maternal aunt.

“Miss Gabby,” Phoebe said, her tone hesitant. “Why did you tell Mrs. Sibbald that your story was of Jonah and the whale? My ayah told me never to tell an untruth—and especially never to a hired person. And Mrs. Sibbald is a hired person, isn’t she? She was hired to accompany me to England.”

Gabby gave Phoebe another little hug. “Your ayah was right in the main. But sometimes a fib is permissible if you can make someone feel happy. Mrs. Sibbald would very much like to think that you are learning stories from the Bible. And when I told her you were, she felt happy.”

“I don’t think Mrs. Sibbald ever feels happy,” Phoebe observed, after thinking about it for a time.

“You could be right,” Gabby replied. “But in that case, Phoebe, it is even more important not to overset her.”

“Do you think that if I told my new mama that I had some money it would make her happy? Would it make her like me?”

Gabby swallowed. “Oh, sweet pea, I am only talking about little fibs. You couldn’t say such a thing to your new mother! That’s a big untruth, as opposed to a small one. And it is very important not to tell even small untruths to important people like your new mother.”

There was an unconvinced silence.

Gabby thought desperately. Really, for all her eagerness to have children, she was beginning to see that it was far more difficult than she had imagined.

“Are you bringing any money to your new husband?” Phoebe’s voice was muffled because she had her face pressed to Gabby’s shoulder.

“Yes,” Gabby said reluctantly. “But that money will not make Peter love me.”

Phoebe’s face popped up like an inquisitive robin from its nest. “Why not?”

“Peter will love me for myself,” Gabby said with quiet conviction. “Just as your mother will love you for yourself.”

The little girl hopped onto her feet. “Well, then, why did you tell Mrs. Sibbald that Kasi was in his chamber having a nap? That wasn’t true, and it didn’t make her happy.”

“A different kind of rule,” Gabby explained. “My sweet Kasi is frightened to death of Mrs. Sibbald.”

“What kind of rule?” Phoebe inquired.

“You have to protect the weak from the strong,” Gabby said, and then amended herself. “That’s not exactly right, Phoebe. You know what Kasi is like. Handing him to Mrs. Sibbald would be like feeding the goat to the tiger.”

There was a slight noise behind the screen protecting the tub from plain sight. The little girl peered around the screen. “Kasi Rao, it’s time to get out of there.” She put her small hands on her hips. “What would Mrs. Sibbald say if she could see you in the tub with all your clothes on?”

“Let him stay there if he prefers,” Gabby called across the room.

But Phoebe shook her head firmly and stated, with a force that Mrs. Sibbald would have admired, “It is time to have tea, Kasi. You needn’t worry. I won’t let Gabby talk about the tiger again.”

A very slender boy with innocent eyes that took up half his face peeked around the corner of the screen and then checked, unwilling to emerge from the safety of the corner.

Phoebe took his hand and tugged. “There is no one here but us, Kasi.”

Soft brown eyes darted back and forth between Gabby’s smiling face and the hand she held out to him. Kasi wanted to come out, obviously, but it was so far across the room, and the room was so very open.

Phoebe pulled at him impatiently. “Mrs. Sibbald thinks you’re napping, so you’re quite safe.”

“We’ll have tea together,” Gabby said reassuringly, as Kasi gathered his courage and hurtled himself to her chair, sheltering under her arm like a chick that had strayed from its nest. “Are you hungry, little brother?”

“Kasi isn’t your little brother,” Phoebe said. “He’s a prince!”

“Well, that’s true. But his mother was related to my father’s first wife. And he grew up with me, so I feel as if he is my brother.” Kasi had stopped trembling and was playing with the locket Gabby wore around her neck, humming a tuneless, happy song as he tried to open the catch.

Phoebe came around to the other side of the chair and leaned against Gabby’s leg. “May I see the picture of your husband again?”

“Of course you may.” Just before they set sail for England, a miniature of her future bridegroom had arrived. Gabby gently took the locket from Kasi’s fumbling hands and opened it.

“Is he waiting for you in London, Miss Gabby?”

“Yes,” Gabby said firmly. “We shall all be met at the dock, Phoebe love. Your new mother will meet you, and Mrs. Malabright will meet Kasi, won’t she, sweetheart?” She looked down into Kasi’s pointed little face.

To her satisfaction, he nodded. She had been reminding Kasi every day that Mrs. Malabright was coming to see him when the vessel landed.

“And then what will happen, Kasi?” she prompted.

“Live with Mrs. Malabright,” he replied with approval. “I like Mrs. Malabright.” A shadow crossed his eyes and he added, “I don’t like Mrs. Sibbald.”

“Mrs. Malabright will take you to her house, and you needn’t ever see Mrs. Sibbald again,” Phoebe said, rather bossily. “I will come visit you though. I will visit you secretly, and I won’t tell anyone where you are.”

“Yes,” Kasi said with a contented lilt in his voice. And he returned to playing with Gabby’s locket.

“Do you like your new husband, Miss Gabby?” Phoebe asked.

Even looking at the miniature portrait of Peter, of his soft brown eyes and wavy hair, made Gabby’s heart beat faster.

“Yes, I do,” she said softly.

Phoebe, who was a true romantic, even at age five, sighed. “I’m sure he already loves you, Miss Gabby. Did you send him a picture of yourself?”

“There wasn’t time,” Gabby replied. And if there had been, she would not have sent one. The only portrait her father had ever commissioned made her look horribly round in the face.

She tucked the locket away again.

But even as she, Phoebe, and Kasi munched on dry toast, which was the only treat offered now that they had been at sea for weeks and weeks, Gabby couldn’t help daydreaming about her betrothed and his gentle eyes. Somehow, by the grace of God, she had been given a fiancé who was everything she had dreamed of: a man who looked perfectly capable of carrying on a quiet conversation. He seemed as unlike her cold, ranting father as possible.

Gabby’s heart glowed. Peter would obviously be a devoted and loving father. Already she could picture four or five small babes, all with her husband’s eyes.

Every day the ship drew farther and farther from India and thus farther and farther from her father’s frenzied reproaches: Gabrielle, why can’t you put a bridle on your tongue! Once again, Gabrielle, you have embarrassed me with your graceless behavior! And the worst of all: Oh, God above, why have you cursed me with this disgraceful chit, this prattling excuse for a daughter!

Her happiness grew with each ocean league that passed.

Her sense of confidence grew as well. Peter would love her, as her father never did. She felt as if Peter’s sweet eyes were already looking into her soul and seeing the Gabby inside: the Gabby who was worth loving, the Gabby who was not merely impetuous and clumsy. The real Gabby.
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YES, A GLIMPSE OF Gabrielle Jerningham, along with insight into her dreams, would have shaken Quill to the backbone.

But since Quill was not overly given to the imagination, nor had he ever demonstrated the gift of precognition, he convinced himself that Miss Gabrielle Jerningham would make his younger brother a very good wife indeed. And when he encountered Peter at his club later that evening, he told him so.

Peter was in a tetchy mood, and well on the way to being drunk as a lord. “I don’t follow your reasoning.”

“Money,” his brother replied shortly.

“Money? What money?”

“Her money.” Quill had a flash of guilt, talking about Gabrielle as if she were a commodity, although in a sense she was. “With Jerningham’s money, you can afford those clothes you love so much.”

“I wear the very best clothes now,” Peter said loftily, with the smug understanding that he stood at the very pinnacle of London fashion.

“You wear clothes that I pay for,” Quill replied.

Peter chewed on his lip. It went against the grain—and against his fundamentally kindly nature—to point out that his elder brother’s money would all be his someday, unless a miracle cured Quill’s migraines.

Yet it would be pleasant to have his own money, no doubt about that.

Quill saw the telltale interest in Peter’s eyes and laughed, his heart lighter. He slapped his brother on the back and left the club.


Chapter 2
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VISCOUNT DEWLAND, not unversed in the vagaries of seabound vessels and their schedules, had sent young George, an undergroomsman, to the East India docks on the morning the Plassey was due. But after two weeks of sending George to the docks, the master and mistress left for Bath in the hopes that a course of waters would aid the viscount’s health. Kitty left anxious instructions with Codswallop that they should be summoned the very moment there was news of the Plassey. And every evening for another three weeks, young George returned to the house somewhat the worse for wear, having spent his day in the pubs that lined the dock.

It wasn’t until the second of November that the Plassey finally glided into her berth and the coxswain dropped anchor with a ceremonious splash. Young George headed back to St. James’s Square on the spot.

But he entered a quiet house. The future bridegroom, Peter, was rarely seen these days. His valet said he was sulking, a source of great amusement downstairs. Sulking because he didn’t want to marry an heiress!

In fact, the only family member in residence was Quill, who was seated in the back garden, reading through reports compiled by his secretary. Since his accident some six years before, Quill had been denied the normal pursuits of an English gentleman. So he had turned his considerable intelligence to investment. Not one of his teachers at Eton—where he was widely considered the most brilliant lad to pass through the school in years—would have been surprised to learn that those investments had paid off in spades. Although he had made his first fortune by speculating on the East India Company, Quill now owned a wool factory in Yorkshire and a buttery in Lancashire.

But he preferred speculation to ownership. He employed some fifteen men who scurried hither and yon all over the British Isles, investigating copper mines and coal companies. He had recently begun to send out his investigators secretly, given that a rumor of Erskine Dewland’s interest in a certain firm was sure to drive up its value on the London Exchange.

At any rate, Quill’s mind was wandering from the assessment of Maugnall and Bulton, dimity manufacturers, that he held in his hands. The garden path was drifted with fallen leaves. During the first year of Quill’s convalescence, he had spent hours planning the gardens visible from his bedroom. Now the young plum trees had gamely put forth fruit, and late apples occasionally fell with a gentle plop at his feet.

But for some reason, in the last weeks he was restless even here. He failed to concentrate on the many reports that awaited his opinion. He walked up and down the paths, but could think of no significant improvement to the garden. The delights of the last five years seemed stifling, the garden a walled prison, his study a dusty cage.

Young George stood politely until Quill raised his eyes. He didn’t wait for a question; the young master never spoke unless he had to. “The Plassey has docked, sir, and Mr. Codswallop does not know Mr. Peter Dewland’s whereabouts—”

Quill stood up. “Inform Codswallop that I shall fetch Miss Jerningham myself.”

That was just what he needed: a trip down to the bustling docks. Even if it was to fetch his brother’s bride.

Thirty minutes later, his elegantly hung cabriolet rounded Commercial Road. He threw the reins to his tiger and strode down the dock road himself rather than trying to weave the carriage down the crowded street.

Suddenly a voice bellowed, “Hi! Dewland! Hello, sir! Are you here to see a shipment come in?” Mr. Timothy Waddell couldn’t suppress his curiosity. Everyone knew that whatever Dewland touched turned to gold. He would love to know the man’s opinion of the Domiago cotton he’d just bought on speculation.

“Not today,” Quill responded.

He turned away, his face so unwelcoming of further communication that Waddell quailed and didn’t ask for an opinion of the cotton.

“Damned cold bastard,” he muttered, watching Quill disappear into the crowd.

Quill didn’t notice the man’s affront. It hadn’t occurred to him that Waddell expected more than a simple answer.

When he reached number fourteen, Quill’s eyes fell on a woman, obviously a passenger recently disembarked from the Plassey. As he approached, Quill realized that she was holding a child by the hand. In all likelihood, Peter’s bride, being a delicate Frenchwoman, had waited for an escort before she left the vessel.

He strode to the end of the dock, unerringly picking out the Plassey’s purser. “Where shall I find Miss Jerningham?”

The purser smirked. “Right behind ye, int she?”

Slowly Quill turned around. The woman was looking at him inquiringly. Damn! Quill thought. And damn, damn, damn! Miss Jerningham was beautiful. No doubt about that. She had the most luscious, ripe mouth he’d ever seen, and her eyes … her eyes were brandy-colored, a warm, sweet hue. But it was her hair that caught Quill’s attention. It was golden-brown, the color of burnished brass—and it was falling, loops and curls of it, falling into rumpled curls that made Gabrielle Jerningham look as if she had just risen from bed. A happy bed. In fact, she was quite the opposite of a poised, elegant Frenchwoman. Damn.

Then he realized that he was standing stock-still, staring at the woman without even introducing himself.

“I beg your pardon,” he said, walking over and sweeping a deep bow. “I am Erskine Dewland, and I shall soon have the pleasure of becoming your brother-in-law.”

“Oh,” Gabby said faintly. There had been an awful moment when she thought that he was Peter, her future bridegroom. Now she realized that although Erskine had a faint resemblance to his brother, he was nothing like the Peter of her picture. No, Erskine was rather terrifyingly masculine. Too large, for one thing. And his eyes were so … so commanding.

She dropped a curtsy. But before she could speak, there was a tug on her cloak.

“Miss Gabby, is that your husband?” Phoebe’s eyes were shining with deep excitement.

Gabby blushed slightly as she met Erskine’s eyes. “May I introduce Miss Phoebe Pensington? Phoebe and I spent a good deal of time together on the voyage,” she explained. “Phoebe, this is Mr. Erskine Dewland, Peter’s brother.”

Mr. Dewland looked at her so measuringly that Gabby felt short of breath. He seemed to be an exceedingly formal man. Perhaps he disliked her referring to his brother by his first name.

But then, rather surprisingly, he turned and made Phoebe an elegant bow. “Miss Phoebe.”

When he smiled, Gabby realized, his whole face warmed. Perhaps he wasn’t so terrifying—and at any rate, he would now be part of her family, so she had to like him.

“Do you know where my new mama is?” Phoebe asked.

Mr. Dewland shook his head, seemingly taking this question in stride. “I am afraid that I do not.” He looked inquiringly at Gabby.

“I thought it would be raining,” Phoebe said chattily. “My ayah told me that English skies are always as black as the devil’s soup pot! Why isn’t it raining? Do you think it will rain later in the afternoon?”

He met Gabby’s eyes over her head and repeated, “New mama?”

“Phoebe is referring to a Mrs. Emily Ewing,” Gabby explained. “Mrs. Ewing is the sister of Phoebe’s late mother. You see, Phoebe’s parents were killed in a most unfortunate accident in Madras, and Phoebe had to be sent to England. But the captain told me that the letter informing Mrs. Ewing of Phoebe’s situation may have gone astray. There was no acknowledgment from Mrs. Ewing before the Plassey set sail.”

“Why the devil did they put her on board?”

Gabby was very aware of Phoebe listening alertly to their conversation. “I am sure that Mrs. Ewing’s letter crossed our path,” she said cheerfully.

“Not likely, given her absence today,” Mr. Dewland remarked.

Gabby gave him a quelling look. “It is also quite possible that she is not aware that we have arrived, Mr. Dewland. Unfortunately, the Plassey was blown off course a month ago. We were around the Canaries, and we had tempestuous weather through the Bay of Biscay, with a prodigious sea.”

“Has Miss Phoebe no governess?”

“Not at the moment. The local governor hired a woman called Mrs. Sibbald to look after Phoebe during the voyage,” Gabby continued. “But Mrs. Sibbald felt that her obligation was over once we docked. She consigned Phoebe to the care of the purser and departed.”

“Where is the captain? Miss Phoebe is his responsibility. We shall hand the child over to him and then I will escort you to Dewland House, Miss Jerningham.”

“I don’t like Captain Rumbold,” came a small voice. “I don’t wish to be handed over to him. I do not wish to ever see him again.”

“I’m afraid that is not possible,” Gabby said. “You see, Captain Rumbold is really quite happy to have reached the shore—I do believe he thought to lose the ship at one point in our voyage. And he has speculated on a number of hats that he had made up in India. They are preposterously ugly. He calls them Chapeau Nivernois, and he is going to try to pass them off as French—”

Gabby caught sight of Erskine Dewland’s tightening mouth and hurried to a conclusion. “At any rate, Captain Rumbold has already taken his leave of us and gone to supervise the unloading of his hats.

“And he doesn’t like children,” she added.

Quill took a deep breath. He prided himself on his absolute calm. In the face of extreme pain, he remained collected. But this woman was likely to drive him around the bend in a way that a concussion and injured limbs had not. He stared down at Peter’s future wife in silence. She was looking up at him with a sweet, earnest expression, but he hadn’t even marked her words. For some reason, Quill’s only coherent thought was to kiss her into silence. Miss Jerningham had the deepest cherry-red lips he’d seen in his life. She had asked him a question, he realized, belatedly.

“Forgive me,” Quill said. “I am afraid that I didn’t understand your request.”

“I asked you to call me Gabby,” she faltered in reply. Mr. Dewland’s face had grown so forbidding that she knew he had to be thinking she was a rattle-pate. She must remember to hold her tongue when she was around her brother-in-law. Thank goodness she was marrying Peter rather than his brother! The very thought cheered her up.

“Gabby,” Quill said meditatively. “That suits you.” He gave a sudden, unexpected grin.

Gabby shyly smiled back. “I try not to be too much of a chatterbox.”

“I like the way Miss Gabby talks,” Phoebe said.

Both adults looked down, startled.

My goodness, Gabby thought, I clean forgot about the child. She looked back at her future brother-in-law. “May I bring Phoebe home with me? We could leave a message for Mrs. Ewing with the purser.”

Quill looked about the wharf. “We don’t seem to have a choice, do we?”

Try as she might, Gabby couldn’t read his face. In fact, Erskine Dewland had the most unexpressive face she’d ever seen in her life. It was only when he smiled that his eyes came alive. Green eyes. A dark, green-gray that reminded her of the ocean when it was smooth as glass.

Without another word, Mr. Dewland walked over to the purser and began to query him about Miss Jerningham’s and Phoebe’s luggage.

Gabby crouched down next to the child. “Will you come with me to Peter’s home, Phoebe? I’m afraid your new mother didn’t get the message that our ship has docked. But I would very much like you to accompany me.”

The little girl nodded. Gabby could see that Phoebe was close to tears, and so she gave her a warm hug. “You will stay with me until we find your mama, sugarplum. I won’t leave you alone.”

Buttercup-yellow ringlets rubbed against Gabby’s shoulder. Then Phoebe straightened up. “My ayah said that English gentlewomen never show emotion,” she said, gulping.

“I don’t know about that,” Gabby said. “I’m a bit afraid to meet Peter. And I already miss Kasi Rao terribly. So I would feel much better if I had an old friend, like yourself, with me.”

Phoebe squared her shoulders and took Gabby’s hand again. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t leave you alone. But perhaps you should fix your hair. It’s all falling down again.”

Gabby put a tentative hand up to her hair. “Drat!” She had deliberately tried not to touch it ever since putting it up that morning, in hopes of meeting Peter while looking her best. Gabby snatched off her bonnet and handed it to Phoebe.

Long experience had taught her that the only way to make an acceptable arrangement out of her long, messy curls was to start from the beginning.

Quill turned around from his conversation with the purser and paused, riveted to the spot. Gabrielle Jerningham was pulling pins from her hair. It was falling down her back, long bronze locks rushing in a tangled glory down to her bottom. Quill swallowed. He’d never seen a lady’s hair down in a public place, and here was Miss Jerningham—Gabby—blithely shaking her curls, as if the crowd of stevedores, sailors, and boatmen around her were naught.

Those men were staring, mouths agape, at the delectable young woman who appeared to be undressing in their midst.

Quill was at her side in a moment, his face like thunder. “Where the devil is your lady’s maid?”

Gabby blinked. “I don’t have one,” she replied. “My father never believed in them; he said that any lady worth her salt could climb into her own garments.”

“A lady does not groom herself in public!”

For the first time Gabby looked around them, catching a glimpse of the men just as they hastily turned away.

“I’m afraid I’m used to being on display,” she said brightly. “In the village, my father and I were the only Europeans. My hair was considered to be a good-luck charm—”

She broke off as Mr. Dewland grabbed her arm. “Come along, Miss Jerningham.” He looked down at Phoebe, who still clutched Gabby’s bonnet. “Here, give me that.” He took the bonnet and plopped it on top of Gabby’s head. It looked absurd.

“Miss Jerningham.” His voice was a command.

Gabby gave a little shrug and took Phoebe’s hand. She could put up her hair in the carriage.

She climbed into Mr. Dewland’s vehicle, tucked Phoebe next to her, and then briskly wound her hair into a knot on the back of her head.

“That looks much nicer,” Phoebe said as Gabby stuck in a few extra pins for good luck.

Quill looked at her and couldn’t think of anything to say. He’d never seen a woman more in need of a lady’s maid in his life. She had taken all that mass of gorgeous hair and stuck it up on her head somehow, but even he could see that it was tilting to the right, and in a matter of two minutes it would start falling out of its coil.

And now that he looked at Gabby more closely, he could see that the overall impression of inelegance he caught on the wharf was due to her clothing as well as her hair. She wasn’t very tall, and she seemed to have a rather—well, plumpish figure.

Quill’s heart sank and he drove home in silence. His mood didn’t appear to bother Gabby. She and Phoebe chattered about every bit of London they could see from the carriage. Gabby’s voice matched her face. It was slightly husky, a beautiful, dark, deep voice that spoke of bedtime pleasures to Quill’s mind.

But Peter—what was Peter going to say? There was no way to wrap it up in white linen: Peter was engaged to marry a plump, untidy girl who seemed to have no ladylike graces at all. The women Peter appreciated were tall, graceful sylphs. They were cool and sophisticated, women whose personal taste made them a match for Peter’s exquisitely groomed person. They did not have sensuous mouths and voices that sounded provocative even when talking about the most innocent things.

Quill snuck another look at Gabby. Perhaps if they hired a maid—well, they had to hire a maid! But, no, it was impossible to imagine Gabby metamorphosing into a woman of distinction. Her hastily bundled hair had already drooped and fallen to the right side.

As soon as they reached the house he would send Gabby up to her room and instruct his mother’s maid to wait on her. Something had to be done about that hair before Peter returned.

As Gabby walked up the steps to the portico of her future home, it was an even toss as to whether Phoebe held on tighter to her hand or she to Phoebe’s. Her brother-in-law had almost wrenched her out of the carriage. Suddenly he seemed to be in a terrible hurry, and even now she sensed that he was practically poking her from behind in his urgency to enter the house.

The door swung open as she reached the top step. A plump man stood in the entryway, murmuring a greeting. He bowed so low that Gabby was afraid that his powdered wig might fall to the ground. And he was so meticulously dressed that for a moment she took him for the viscount. But he said hello without meeting her eyes. Mr. Dewland seemed to feel no inclination to make an introduction, simply instructing the man to fetch their belongings from the wharf.

As he took her cloak, Gabby paused and put her hand on his arm.

“Thank you,” she said smiling. “Did Mr. Dewland call you Codswallop?”

The butler’s eyes widened. “He did, my lady. That is, Miss Jerningham. My name is Codswallop.”

Thank goodness, Gabby thought. Codswallop is not nearly as pompous as he first appeared, all starched up and fussy in his livery. She twinkled at him. “I am very pleased to meet you, Mr. Codswallop. May I introduce Miss Phoebe Pensington? She will be staying with us for a brief time.”

Codswallop bowed as if he were meeting the queen. “Miss Phoebe.” Then he added, “The household is most pleased to know that you have safely arrived in England, Miss Jerningham.” He smiled before he could stop himself. “I am generally addressed as Codswallop, not Mr. Codswallop.”

“Do forgive me,” Gabby replied. “I am afraid there are many English customs that I have to learn. I have already thrown Mr. Dewland out of countenance by taking down my hair on the wharf.”

Quill broke in before Gabby could detail the hundreds of social blunders she was likely to make or had already made. “Miss Jerningham would undoubtedly like to refresh herself, Codswallop. Please direct her to her chamber, and ask Stimple to aid her.”

“I regret to say that Stimple has accompanied Lady Dewland to Bath, sir.”

Quill frowned. Of course his mother wouldn’t stir out of the house without her maid. What the devil was he to do now?

Codswallop opened the doors to the Indian Drawing Room. “I shall ring for tea,” he announced. “And I shall inform Mrs. Farsalter that Miss Jerningham is without a lady’s maid for the nonce. Mrs. Farsalter will solve this dilemma.”

“Oh, thank you, Codswallop!” Gabby smiled at the butler. “I had no idea that lady’s maids were so important in England. I’m afraid I shall have to rely on you and Mrs. Farsalter. Is she your housekeeper?”

Gabby turned expectantly to Quill, but a small voice broke in.

“I did not travel with a lady’s maid either.”

Gabby smiled down at Phoebe. “I feel quite certain that between them Mrs. Farsalter and Codswallop will find us two lady’s maids in the twitch of an eyelash!”

Codswallop surprised himself by nearly chuckling. “I believe that Mrs. Farsalter will wish to hire a governess for Miss Phoebe, if she is making a prolonged visit,” he observed.

“After you, Miss Jerningham,” Quill said in a tone ripe with suppressed irritation. He cast a lowering glance at Codswallop, who hastily backed away and disappeared into the servants’ quarters with their outer garments.

“Oh, goodness,” Gabby said faintly, as she walked into the room. “What—what a lovely chamber.”

Quill looked around. “My mother’s idea.”

Gabby walked rather tentatively over to a particularly monstrous table featuring a seated tiger as its pedestal.

Phoebe trotted after her and patted the animal’s head.

“Where did this piece of furniture come from?” Gabby asked, with some curiosity.

“My mother calls this the Indian Drawing Room, Miss Jerningham. Her fond hope was to establish herself as a leader of London fashion. Her designer assured her that Indian furnishings were going to be the next rage.”

He shrugged. “Unfortunately, it didn’t happen. But having spent so much money to become Indian, my father is unwilling to return to being merely English.”

Gabby looked at him sharply. Erskine Dewland’s face might not express much, but she could hear just the faintest hint of laughter in his tone.

She took it as an invitation and smiled back hugely. “How odd it is,” she remarked, her eyes dancing, “that we had no tiger tables in our household, given that I have lived in India my whole life. In fact, I do not remember ever seeing such … such lavishly tigerish furniture before.”

Quill did not smile, but his eyes laughed.

“I must beg you not to reveal such an unpleasant truth to my mama,” he said, leaning against the mantelpiece. “You see, having spent some twenty thousand pounds to achieve this Indian extravaganza, she would be devastated to find that most of her Indian treasures were produced in Southampton by a cabinetmaker named Fred Pinkle.”

“Fred Pinkle? You had the furniture investigated!” Gabby accused.

“I should hardly call it an investigation,” Quill remarked, moving over to lean against the back of a high-backed chair. “I used to own shares in the East India Company, so I have a reasonable familiarity with products one might actually buy in that country.”

Gabby’s mouth tightened. “You own part of the East India Company?”

Quill looked up, startled. It was the first time since he met her that Gabby had spoken sharply.

“Does that dismay you for some reason, Miss Jerningham?”

Gabby raised her chin and met his eyes calmly. “No, of course not. It is not my concern. But will you please call me Gabby, Mr. Dewland? We are to be family, after all.”

Quill pushed himself upright. He must have imagined the rebuke in Gabby’s tone. His leg was sending him brutal messages about the long carriage rides to and from Depford.

“Gabby,” he said. “Then you must address me as Quill.”

“Quill? Quill—what a lovely name!”

“Is that a truly lovely name, or something akin to the loveliness of this room?”

Gabby giggled, an enchanting low chuckle. “You have caught me out, Mr. Dewl—Quill.” She paused. “May I ask you a question?”

“Naturally.”

“Is your leg causing you pain?” She asked it rather hesitatingly, uncertain whether this question would be considered an outrageous impertinence.

Quill could have answered that. No well-bred young lady would ever ask such a personal question of a man, let alone of a relative stranger. His mouth quirked into an unwilling grin. Gabby was certainly going to wake up the staid Dewland household.

“I was in a riding accident some six years ago,” he explained. “And while I have been lucky enough to recover my ability to walk, I have difficulty standing for long periods of time.”

Gabby’s brown eyes were glowing with sympathy. “Well, then, why haven’t you sat down, you poor man?”

“Miss Gabby!” Phoebe, who had been wandering about inspecting the many groveling tigers and lions that adorned the viscountess’s furniture, was back at her side. “Mr. Dewland cannot sit until you do. My ayah told me that English gentlemen never, ever sit down in the presence of a lady. I mean, if the lady is standing up.”

Gabby’s face turned rosy. “I am so sorry, Quill!” She whisked around the side of a couch and plumped herself down. “I’m afraid I shall make many mistakes of this nature. My father did not believe in what he called aristocratic flummeries, and so I know almost nothing of English customs.”

“Please think nothing of it,” Quill replied, sinking into a chair, with a silent breath of relief.

Phoebe sat primly on a small footstool at Gabby’s feet. To Quill’s amusement, Phoebe and Gabby presented an image of precise opposites. Phoebe’s hair fell into meticulous curls that looked as if she had just brushed them. As she sat down, the little girl instinctively twitched the folds of her dress so that they spread evenly on either side. Her hands were clasped on her lap, and her ankles were neatly crossed.

But Gabby! It wasn’t that there was anything precisely unladylike in her posture—but she simply didn’t look groomed. For one thing, most of her hair had fallen down again. When she handed her bonnet to Codswallop, her hair tumbled with it. Her gown had a very odd look to it as well. Clearly it had been designed to hang from just below her breasts, the way women’s clothing did these days. But instead it was rather stiff, and it puffed out around her hips almost as if she were wearing starched undergarments.

Codswallop entered the drawing room and said, “Tea will be served directly.” He held forth a silver salver, graced with one card. “Mr. Lucien Boch has called. Are you receiving, sir?”

“No.”

Gabby looked at Quill sweetly. “Please do not deny your friend simply because of my presence. Surely Mr. Boch could join us for tea?”

Quill frowned. “I think it would be best if we do not receive guests.” His tone sounded pompous even to himself, but how in the world could he politely mention the state of her hair?

Gabby wrinkled her nose at him. “I may not know English customs, but I do know how irksome it is to travel all the way to a friend’s house and then find that he is out!”

When Quill nodded reluctantly at Codswallop, Gabby continued sunnily. “After all, we are family and need not stand on ceremony. I would be very happy to make my first London acquaintance.” She hesitated. “Will Peter be joining us for tea, do you think?”

Quill’s stomach tensed. “I doubt it. Peter rarely returns home before late in the evening.”

“Oh.”

Quill felt as if he had told a baby chick that his favorite dish was roast fowl. His future sister-in-law looked suddenly disconsolate, biting her lip.

“Is he in London at the moment? Does he know that I have arrived?”

A delicate question, Quill thought to himself. Undoubtedly, Peter had been chased to the ground by a footman and informed of the Plassey’s arrival. But that particular piece of news was likely to make him stay out all night.

“No,” he replied brusquely. “If he had known of your arrival, he would have met the Plassey himself. When the message arrived, I was alone in the house. In fact, I should have informed you that my parents will be most sorry to have missed your arrival. They are in Bath at the moment.”

Gabby instantly glowed again. “Well, of course, I should have guessed that Peter didn’t know that I have arrived! Do you think a footman could send him a message?” For a moment she looked adorably confused. “If it’s not presumptuous?”

“Impossible,” Quill barked. “I don’t know where he is.” Something about this whole conversation was making him irritable as a wet cat. The girl didn’t sound as if she was talking about a man she’d never met, nor was she acting as if this was a marriage of convenience. A marriage between strangers.

Codswallop reopened the doors and announced, “Mr. Lucien Boch.” An elegant man dressed in black strolled into the room.

Quill felt a wave of relief. Damned if she wasn’t right. This was hard business, talking amongst the family. It would be easier having Lucien with them. He was such a charming devil.

“Lucien, may I introduce you to my future sister-in-law? This is Miss Gabrielle Jerningham, the daughter of Lord Richard Jerningham. And Miss Phoebe Pensington, who is paying us a short visit.”

Lucien walked over and prepared to sweep into a graceful bow—when suddenly Miss Jerningham hopped up from the couch and stood before him. Lucien just caught himself as he stumbled back. If he bowed now, he would strike his head on her knee. He stepped back once more and produced a regrettably inelegant bow.

Gabby bobbed a curtsy.

“Miss Jerningham. I am enchanted to meet you. And you, Miss Phoebe.” Lucien turned to the little girl, who had risen with Gabby.

In response, she dropped an exquisite curtsy.

“My word!” Lucien said. And he swept her a court bow. “It is rare to meet a young lady of such refinement.”

Phoebe smiled gamely, but there was something wrong. Lucien could see that the little girl was exhausted and near tears. What an odd setup this was! This ungainly girl, Gabrielle, was to be the impeccable Peter’s wife? Where was Peter? And what was little Phoebe doing in the midst of it all?

He sat down and there was an awkward pause until Gabby realized that Quill apparently felt no responsibilities as a host to make conversation. “Are you French, Mr. Boch?” she asked, smiling at their guest.

Lucien nodded. “I lived in France for most of my life, although I have been in this country for some twelve, thirteen years.”

“I wonder if you might have known my mother when you lived in France? Her maiden name was du Lac, Marie du Lac.”

“I fear not,” Lucien said. “My wife and I lived a rather secluded life. We rarely went to Paris. Was your mother attached to the court?”

Gabby blushed. “I am afraid that I do not know. My father refuses to speak of her.”

Lucien gave a sympathetic nod. “It is the way sometimes, after a beloved person has died.”

Just then Codswallop bustled in, followed by three footmen bearing a huge silver teapot and various dainties. Tea was set up at a small table at the far end of the room, and it wasn’t until Gabby sat in the chair Codswallop pulled out for her that she realized the teapot was placed squarely in front of her.

“Shall I…?” she asked, looking at Quill.

“Please.”

“I’ve never had proper Chinese tea before,” Gabby confided to Lucien. “Those of us who grow up in India are taught that Chinese tea is akin to nectar.”

Lucien chuckled. “We in England think of it as liquid gold,” he observed. “It’s only people like Quill, who are hand and glove with the East India bravos, who can afford to drink tea at all hours.”

Gabby was carefully pouring pale golden tea into four delicate cups. “My goodness, what is an East India bravo? Am I such a person?”

“Happily not.” Lucien laughed. “East India bravos are the men who run the East India trade company. They control the importation of tea from China, you know.”

Gabby looked up and straight at Quill. “And you are a bravo?”

For some reason, Quill felt a chill of disapproval in the air. “Nonsense,” he said with a shrug. “Lucien has a French manner of exaggeration.”

“Gabby! Gabby!” Phoebe was squealing.

Gabby looked down with a start. To her horror, she found that she had forgotten to raise the spout of the teapot when she looked at Quill. Tea had spilled all over the polished surface of the table and was quietly pouring down onto the Axminster carpet below.

Hot red color rose into her cheeks. She jerked up the teapot far too quickly, and the stream of tea arched backward through the air and splashed all over the front of her white gown. Gabby instantly forgot the few rules she did know about a lady’s behavior.

“Blast!” she shrieked, slamming down the teapot. Instinctively, she tried to stem the flow of tea off the table with her gloved hand—but that merely diverted the stream so that it swung left and splashed down onto Phoebe’s gown.

Phoebe took one look at the stain on her gown and burst into sobs.

“Oh, Phoebe,” Gabby said, taken by surprise again. “I’m so sorry.” She leapt up to give the child a hug, but as she did so her tiger-adorned chair toppled backward on its spindly legs.

Gabby tried to catch her chair. But she missed when her foot caught in the hem of her gown. There was a loud ripping noise as she fell facedown across Quill’s lap.

At that moment, Codswallop dove for the chair. He managed to grab the back, but when the chair fell, he fell. Butler and chair both crashed to the ground amidst much impressive splintering and grunting.

Lucien smothered a laugh, stood up, and plucked Phoebe into his arms as if he had known the little girl for years.

“Now, my little chicken,” he said, his voice deep and soothing. “Tell me why you are crying over a mere tea stain.” He strolled over toward the other side of the room, instinctively rubbing his cheek against Phoebe’s ringlets, as she choked out a list of tragedies in which her new mama’s disappearance interwove confusingly with the length of her dress, and now its tea stain, and her ayah, and what her ayah thought of messy little girls.

Gabby, who had been thrown across Quill’s legs as if she were a lap rug, wiggled desperately, trying to get her feet solidly on the ground so she could scramble off his lap. Tears pricked her eyes. She was like to die from pure mortification.

In one smooth motion, Quill’s hands closed around her shoulders and he put her back on her feet, rising as he did so.

Gabby didn’t dare look at him. She had spilled the tea, and her best gloves had horrid-looking yellow stains on them. The same stains adorned the bodice of her best gown, and its hem was ripped clear off. The gown had been fashioned with an extra panel at the bottom in a Greek key pattern, and that panel was trailing on the ground. Quill must think she showed a complete lack of refinement.

Strong fingers closed around her elbow.

“Shall we adjourn? Our presence at the table is now superfluous.” To her surprise, Quill’s eyes were dancing with merriment.

Gabby looked back at the table. It was empty; the footmen were clustered around Codswallop, attempting to hoist him to his feet. She paled. “Codswallop is injured.”

“I believe he is merely winded by his dash across the room,” Quill observed.

Gabby still looked worried, so he added, “Don’t you think the footmen resemble amateur tooth-drawers clustering around a resistant patient?”

She wrinkled her nose at him. “You are laughing at me, sir!”

“Not a bit of it,” Quill said, his face almost earnest enough to convince her. “I would never be such a rudesby. Alike accidents have happened to those of the highest decorum. I believe that Codswallop’s dignity is perhaps offended, but his person is intact.”

“Well,” Gabby said, looking down at herself. “I don’t suppose there’s any way I can convince you that I am a lady of the highest decorum, is there?”

She met Quill’s eyes, and the merriment there so warmed her backbone that she giggled.

Quill, who was still rather intoxicated by the melting bundle of soft curves that had fallen so providentially into his lap, chuckled in response. Finally Gabby burst into laughter.

And that was how Peter found them when he pushed open the door to the drawing room.


Chapter 3

[image: Image Missing]

GABBY HEARD THE SOUND of the door opening and swung about quickly. For a moment she didn’t register who was standing a mere ten feet before her. Quill’s laughing eyes had made her feel prickly all over.

But she forgot that sensation in an instant as she took in the new arrival.

It was Peter. Her husband-to-be. She took a quick step toward him and then stopped. Peter was—Surely it was he. His eyes were a rather sweet brown.

But it was impossible to tell whether his hair was brown or not, since it was heavily powdered.

He was wearing a dark coat that was embroidered along the collar, the cuffs, and all down the front. And his waistcoat! It seemed to be made of poppy-colored silk, and it was embroidered all over with wildflowers. There was a perfect froth of silver lace edged with gold thread falling from his neck. His silk stockings were perfectly white. And his shoes had large silver buckles.

Gabby’s mouth fell open, and then she snapped it shut.

Her heart started beating so fast that she could feel it in her throat. The man—her future husband—didn’t say a word. He simply stood in the door of the drawing room, with a black hat in his hand, and stared at her. There was a liquid pool of silence in the room.

Gabby bit her lip and then forced her mouth into a smile. Just as she was about to speak, she heard Quill’s deep voice behind her.

“I gather you’ve been at court, Peter.”

Peter—for it was he—cast a glance at his elder brother. “It’s the second of November, Quill.” He seemed to consider that comment a sufficient explanation.

He tucked his hat under his arm and made a leg toward Gabby. “Your servant.” He turned toward Lucien, who was still holding Phoebe, and made another leg. “You needn’t respond, my dear Boch,” he said. “I can see that you are otherwise occupied.”

Gabby cleared her throat. “November the second?”

The man turned his eyes back to her. He looked her up and down, from the very tip of her stained boots to her tumbled hair. She could read censure in the sharpness of his gaze. “November the second is the duke of Kent’s birthday,” he remarked.

By now Gabby’s stomach had clenched into a little knot.

Peter walked a few steps into the room. “I trust Codswallop has not had an attack of some kind?”

Quill shook his head. “He appears to be uninjured.” Sure enough, Codswallop was back on his feet, adjusting his black frock coat to its usual perfection.

“He tripped on the chair,” Gabby said breathlessly, “and he spilled the tea, and now my dress is quite ruined.” She avoided Quill’s glance.
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