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Yorkshire, England


24 May 1812


“May I see him?” the girl asked. She was a girl in truth, scarcely seventeen. Her blue eyes enormous in a chalk white face etched with pain and fatigue, she seemed at present far too young to be a mother.


Hers had been a long labor, and she was not out of danger yet.


The two older women attending her—one, though modestly garbed, obviously a lady and one as obviously a servant—exchanged worried glances.


The lady had become the Marchioness of Lithby and the girl’s stepmother scarcely a year earlier. Yet her manner was as compassionate and affectionate as that of a mother or sister. She bent over the fair head on the pillow. “My love, it would be better if you did not,” she murmured. “Better to rest now.”


“He’s quiet,” the girl said. “Why is he so quiet?”


Lady Lithby stroked her forehead. “The baby is … not strong, Charlotte.”


“He’s going to die, isn’t he? Oh, you must let me see him. Only for a moment, Lizzie, please. I am so sorry to be so much trouble—”


“You are not to blame,” Lady Lithby said sharply. “Never think that.”


“You listen to her ladyship,” the woman servant said. “It was that wicked man’s fault. Along with the worthless creature who called herself a governess. It was her job to watch out for wolves in sheep’s clothing. But she didn’t, did she? She left it to you—and how’s an innocent girl to know anything about the wickedness of men?”


The wolf in sheep’s clothing was dead, killed in a duel—over a woman, naturally. Lady Charlotte Hayward was by no means the first or the last Geordie Blaine had wronged, though perhaps the youngest and highest born.


“There, you see?” her stepmother said. “Molly is on your side. I am on your side.” A tear slid down her cheek and onto the pillow. “Never forget that, love. You can always come to me.”


If only you had done so last summer …


Lady Lithby did not say this, yet the awareness hovered like a ghost in the quiet room.


“I’m sorry,” the girl said. “I was so foolish. I am so sorry. But please, Lizzie, please may I see him? Only for a moment. Please.”


She spoke between ragged gasps. Her eyes filled, and her bosom rose and fell rapidly. The two women feared they would lose her, though they were careful not to let their anxiety show.


“I don’t want her agitated,” Lady Lithby murmured to the maid. “Let her see the child.”


Molly went out and into the next room, where the wet nurse had taken charge of the babe.


All had been so very carefully and discreetly arranged: the midwife, the wet nurse, the carriage that would take the boy to his new parents. His mother’s indiscretion had been well concealed.


The maid returned a few minutes later with the infant. Charlotte smiled and rose a little on the pillows, and Molly laid him in her arms. He made what seemed to be a feeble attempt to find her breast but gave up with a sigh.


“Oh, don’t die,” his mother said. She stroked over the white down on his head. She drew her index finger lightly over his nose and lips and chin. She touched her finger to his hand, and the tiny fingers curled about it. “You mustn’t die,” she whispered. “Listen to Mama.” She whispered something else, too low for the others to hear.


She looked up at her stepmother. “They will take good care of him?”


“He goes to a good family,” Lady Lithby assured her. “They have tried and tried to have a child. They will lavish all their affection on him.”


If he lives.


This, too, went unsaid.


Too much went unsaid, perhaps, but Charlotte was too conscious of the wrong she’d done and the painful position in which she’d placed her stepmother—too conscious, in short, of all she owed these women, to say what was in her heart.


Perhaps, as well, the ache in her young heart went too deep and left her without words.


She only gazed at her baby and grieved as she had not thought it possible to grieve. She gazed at her son, her beautiful son, and thought of how she’d wronged him.


She’d believed Geordie Blaine had broken her heart, but that was nothing to this. She had brought an innocent child into the world. He was weak. He needed his mother. But she couldn’t keep him.


Love.


Because of it, she’d wronged so many—and above all, the one innocent being she most wanted to protect.


Love.


It made one blind, truly. Blind to others. Blind to past, present, and future. Blind to all but one conscienceless man and the wicked feelings he inspired: desire … passion …


They were poetic words for simple animal urges. She saw that now, too late. Those feelings quickly faded.


What remained was the ache of grief, almost beyond enduring.


Love.


Never again. Her soul could not bear it.


Charlotte kissed her baby’s forehead. Then she turned her glistening blue gaze to the maid. “You may take him now,” she said.
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The trouble with Darius Carsington was, he had no heart.


Everyone in his family agreed that the Earl of Hargate’s youngest son had started out with one. Everyone agreed that he had not, at the outset, seemed destined to be the most aggravating of Lord Hargate’s five sons.


Certainly he was not so very different from the others in appearance.


Two of his brothers, Benedict and Rupert, had inherited Lady Hargate’s dark good looks. Darius, like Alistair and Geoffrey, had Lord Hargate’s golden brown hair and amber eyes. Like all of his brothers, Darius was tall and strong. Like the others, he was handsome.


Unlike the others, he was scholarly, and always had been. He’d commenced aggravating his father by insisting on going to Cambridge, though all the males of the family had always attended Oxford. Cambridge was more intellectually rigorous, he said. One might study botany there, and iron smelting, and other subjects of natural and practical philosophy.


True, he’d done well at Cambridge. Unfortunately, ever since he completed his studies, he seemed to have let his intellect gain the upper hand of his affections as well as his morals.


To put it simply, Darius divided his life into two parts: (1) studying animal behavior, especially breeding and mating behavior, and (2) devoting his leisure hours to emulating this behavior.


Item Two was the problem.


Lord Hargate’s other four sons had not been saints when it came to women—except for Geoffrey, that is, who was monogamous from the day he was born. When it came to quantity, however, none of the others matched Darius.


Still, his being a rake was a minor issue, for his father, mother, and the rest of his family were far from puritanical. Since he drew the line at seducing innocents, they could not complain that he was a cad. Since he was astute enough to confine himself to the demimonde or the very fringes of the Beau Monde, they could not complain of scandals. Morals among those groups were lax anyway, and their doings seldom raised eyebrows, let alone appeared in the scandal sheets.


What infuriated the family was the methodical and impersonal way he carried on his raking.


The creatures he studied meant more to him than any of the women he bedded. He could list all the differences, major and minor, between one breed of sheep and another. He could not remember his last paramour’s name, let alone the color of her eyes.


Having waited in vain for his twenty-eight-year-old son to finish sowing his wild oats or at least show a sign of being human, Lord Hargate decided it was time to intervene.


He summoned Darius to his study.


All of Lord Hargate’s sons knew what a summons to his study signified: He meant to come down on them, as Rupert would put it, “like a ton of bricks.”


Yet Darius strode into what Alistair called the Inquisition Chamber as he might stride to the lectern to present a paper: shoulders back, head high, the fierce intelligence burning in his golden eyes.


All arrogant certainty, he stood in front of his father’s desk and met his gaze straight on. To do otherwise was fatal. Even a man of lesser intelligence would have learned this, growing up with four strong-willed brothers.


He made sure to give the impression, too, that he’d taken no special pains with his appearance, since that would look like an attempt to appease the monster.


The fact was, Darius always knew exactly what he was doing and the impression he created.


Perhaps he’d merely swiped a brush through his thick brown hair. But the observant eye would note how the cut emphasized the natural golden lights, which his time out of doors—too often hatless—had bleached to tawny streaks. The sun had burnished his chiseled countenance as well. Likewise, the deceptively simple suit of clothes drew attention to his powerful frame.


He did not look scholarly at all. He didn’t even look civilized. It wasn’t simply the brawny physique and golden glow of strength and health but the animal energy he exuded, the sense of something untamed lurking beneath the surface.


What many observers, especially female observers, saw was not a wellborn gentleman but a force of nature.


Women were either swept away or wanted to tame him. They might as well try to tame the wind or the rain or the North Sea. He took what they offered, caring no more about them than the wind or the rain or the North Sea cared.


He saw no reason to behave otherwise. These dealings with women were, after all, transient by definition. They would have no impact on society, on agriculture, on anything of significance.


His father saw it differently, as he made plain. He said that raking was common and a sign of vulgarity, and the quantity of paramours made Darius appear to be in competition with other idle, thoughtless men incapable of doing anything more meaningful with their lives.


The lecture went on at some length, in the pithily devastating style that had made Lord Hargate one of the most feared men in Parliament.


Reason told Darius the speech was an illogical diatribe. All the same, it stung, as he knew it was intended to do. However, the rational man did not let emotion rule his actions, even under extreme provocation. If refusing to let his emotions rule him was Darius’s great crime, so be it. He had learned long ago that logic and a cool detachment were powerful weapons. They kept overbearing family members from crushing one with the force of their personalities, prevented manipulation—by women, especially—and won respect—from fellow intellectuals, at least.


Thus Darius retaliated by giving the most aggravating reply he could think of on short notice: “With respect, sir, I fail to understand what emotion has to do with such matters. It is the natural instinct of the male to copulate with the opposite sex.”


“It is also, as you have reported in several articles regarding animal courtship, the natural instinct of several species to choose a mate and stick with her,” Lord Hargate replied.


Ah, here it was, finally—and not altogether surprisingly. “In other words, you want me to marry,” Darius said. He’d never seen the point of mincing words—yet another of his many aggravating traits.


“You chose not to pursue a scholarly career at Cambridge,” said his father. “Had you pursued an academic career, naturally, one would not expect you to wed. But you have no profession.”


No profession? At only eight and twenty years old, Darius Carsington was one of the most highly regarded members of the Philosophical Society. “Sir, if I may say, my work—”


“Half the aristocracy seem to be writing pamphlets and papers to impress one scholarly society or another,” Lord Hargate said, with a dismissive wave. “For the most part these gentlemen have a source of income, however, and the source is not their fathers’ purses.”


The gesture rankled, and Darius wanted to retort.


What was I to do with my life instead? he could have said. How was I to distinguish myself from the others: Benedict the paragon and philanthropist, Geoffrey the model family man, Alistair the war hero and incurable romantic, Rupert the lovable rogue and, lately, bold adventurer. How else was I to stand out than by cultivating my one advantage—my intellect? How would you get out from their shadow?


Though these questions were more than reasonable, he would not ask them. He refused to be baited into defending himself against a rebuke so patently unjust and illogical.


Instead he pasted an amused expression on his face. “In that case, Father, perhaps you would be so good as to choose a well-dowered bride for me. My brothers seem satisfied with your selections for them, and it is a matter of complete indifference to me.”


He truly was indifferent. This, he was sure, deeply aggravated his parent. This offered some consolation but not much, since Lord Hargate was an expert at not showing his feelings.


“I haven’t time to search for a suitable bride for you,” his lordship said. “In any event, I said nothing about marriage to your brothers until they were on the brink of thirty. In fairness, I must allow you another year. I must give you an opportunity as well to make yourself useful instead, as I have given the other younger sons.”


The eldest son, Benedict, did not have to follow a profession or find a rich bride, since he would inherit everything. To date, the other younger sons had married money. They had married for love, too, but Lord Hargate knew better than to mention that subject.


Darius classified Romantic Love in the category labeled Superstition, Myth, and Poetic Nonsense. Unlike attraction, lust, and even familial love and affection, which one observed in the animal kingdom, Romantic Love seemed to him to be an emotion constructed primarily by the imagination.


He was not contemplating love at the moment, though. He was wondering what his Machiavellian father was up to. “What sort of opportunity?”


“A property has lately come into my possession,” said Lord Hargate. “I will give you a year to make it produce income. Do so, and you are excused from marriage altogether.”


Darius’s heart leapt. A challenge, a true challenge. Had his father at long last realized what he was capable of?


No, of course not. That was impossible.


“It can’t be that easy,” he said. “Where’s the trap, I wonder?”


“It won’t be easy at all,” said his sire. “The property was in Chancery for ten years.”


Chancery was London’s court of equity. It was far, far easier to get a case into Chancery than to get it out again, as numerous parties had, to their grief, found out.


“Ten years?” Darius said. “You must mean the Cheshire property. The mad old woman’s place. What is it called?”


“Beechwood.”


The “mad old woman” was Lord Hargate’s cousin, Lady Margaret Andover who, by the time of her death, had not been on speaking terms with any of her family or her neighbors or anybody, apparently, except her pug, Galahad—now long deceased—to whom she left the property, in a codicil to a will whose codicils went on for two hundred eighteen pages. They contradicted one another, as did the many other wills she made out during the later decades of her life. This was why her estate had ended up in Chancery.


The puzzle pieces fell into place. “Is the house still standing?” Darius said.


“Barely.”


“And the land?”


“In what state do you imagine it would be after a decade’s neglect?”


Darius nodded. “I see. You offer me a Labor of Hercules.”


“Precisely.”


“You must be certain it would want not one but several years to bring it into order,” Darius said. “That is the fly in the ointment.”


“It once provided a handsome income and holds the potential to do so again,” said his sire. “Lord Lithby, whose land adjoins it to the east, has coveted it this age. If you feel unequal to the challenge, he will be happy to take it off my hands.”


There—as he obviously knew, the manipulative devil—he caught Darius on his raw spot. And it worked, as the devil knew it would. Even the most powerful intellect rarely won a battle with masculine pride.


“You know very well I will not—cannot—refuse when you put it that way,” Darius said. “When does my year start?”


“Now,” said Lord Hargate.


Cheshire


Saturday 15 June 1822


The pig’s name was Hyacinth.


She lay in her pen, patiently nursing her numerous offspring. The fattest and most fertile sow in the county, she was the pride of her owner, the Marquess of Lithby, and the envy of his neighbors.


Lord Lithby leaned on the sty fence, admiring his favorite swine.


The young woman standing beside him was thinking that she and the sow had a good deal in common, both being prize specimens upon whom his lordship doted.


Lady Charlotte Hayward was seven and twenty years old. Lord Lithby’s only child by his first marriage, she was his only daughter and his pride and joy.


Society’s sharpest critics could not fault her looks. They agreed that she was neither too short nor too tall, neither too plump nor too thin. Pale gold hair framed a face that met all the standards of classic beauty: Wedgwood blue eyes, an elegant nose, and Cupid’s bow lips, all of which a porcelain complexion set off most artistically. The many women who envied her found, to their exasperation, that it was impossible to hate her, because she was so good-natured, generous, and gracious.


They had no idea how much work it was to be Lady Charlotte Hayward, and would have been flabbergasted to learn she envied a pig.


She was wondering what it was like to roll about in the mud and root in the muck and not care what anyone thought, when her father said, “Charlotte, you really must marry, you know.”


Her insides froze, and I really must kill myself, she thought.


Within, it was as though she looked down from a cliff edge into an abyss. Outwardly, she offered no sign of uneasiness. Concealing undesirable emotions was second nature, after all.


She turned an affectionate smile upon her father. She knew he loved her dearly. He didn’t mean to make her desperate. He had no idea what he was asking of her.


How could she marry, and risk her secret being found out on her wedding night? The man whose property she’d become—how would he react if he realized his bride was not a virgin? How would she react? Could she lie well enough to persuade him he was mistaken? Did she want to begin her marriage with a lie? But how could she trust any man with the truth? How could she reveal her secret to him? How could she admit to all the betrayals she’d committed, and risk further betrayals of those she loved?


She’d asked herself these and many other questions long ago. She’d pictured all the possible outcomes in her mind.


She’d decided she’d better die a spinster.


She could not say so to Papa. It was unnatural for a woman to wish to remain single.


Since it was equally unnatural for a father to wish such a thing for his daughter, she could not be surprised at his bringing up the subject. Another father would have done so years ago. She ought to be grateful for the period of freedom she’d had. Yet she wondered, Why now? And she couldn’t help thinking, unhappily, Why ever?


“A girl ought to marry, I know, Papa,” she said.


But I can’t, she thought. I cannot marry with this secret burdening me, and I cannot reveal it.


“You have been too unselfish for too long,” her father said, innocently unaware how he stabbed her guilty conscience. “I know you have put off your own happiness in order to be of help to your stepmother during her confinements. I know you love her. I know you love your little brothers. But my dear, it is time for you to have a household of your own, and children of your own.”


Oh, it cut deep then, the grief, deeper than it had done in a long time.


Children of her own.


But he didn’t know the truth of what had happened ten years ago. He didn’t know what he was saying to her. He didn’t know how it hurt. He must never know.


“I blame myself,” her father went on. “I have made a selfish habit of treating you like the son I thought I’d never have. Even now, though you’ve four brothers in the nursery, the habit is hard to break.”


Her mother had died when she was not fifteen years old. To her shock, her father had wed again only a year later. Her stepmother Lizzie, a mere nine years older than she, was more like an older sister than a mother … though Charlotte had failed to grasp this at the time. Stupid, so stupid she’d been.


“You’ve spoiled me, that is the trouble,” her father went on. “Not once since that terrible time when you were ill have you given me reason to worry or grieve. Instead, you’ve given of yourself—to all of us.”


After bearing the baby he knew nothing about, she had been ill, truly, for a long time. After that terrible time, she’d vowed she never would again cause anyone she cared about a moment’s anxiety or sorrow or shame. She’d done enough damage—damage she could never undo—to last a lifetime.


“Perhaps, too, I did not think any of the young men who swarmed about you could properly appreciate you,” Papa continued, explaining his thinking as he’d always done with her. “Naturally, you are kind to all your admirers, though not overly so, for your behavior is always above reproach. Yet none, I think, truly engaged your affections?”


“None,” she said. “It is merely fate, I suppose.”


“I am not sure one ought to trust to fate,” he said. “It worked in my favor, I readily admit. I was lonely after your mother died. I might have made a foolish mistake.”


She, too, had been lonely after her mother died. When her father remarried, Charlotte had been—oh, she could hardly remember now, beyond a general recollection of a great misery. She had been vulnerable, at any rate. And Geordie Blaine had been there to take advantage.


Her father was too kind to remind her of the mistake he believed she’d almost made. He thought he’d sent Blaine packing before any real harm was done.


Even the two people who knew the truth never reminded her.


Charlotte didn’t need reminding.


Her father turned to her, his grey eyes unusually serious. Lord Lithby was a cheerful man, and most of the time his eyes sparkled with good humor. “Life is unpredictable, my dear. We cannot be sure of anything, except that we will all die one day.”


Not many months ago a fever had nearly killed him.


Her gloved hands tightened on the sty fence. “Oh, Papa, I wish you would not say such things.”


“Death is inevitable,” he said. “In the winter when I was so beastly ill, I thought of so much left undone. One of my great anxieties was you. When I was gone, who would look after you?”


Servants, she thought. Lawyers. Trustees. An heiress could always pay someone to look after her, and there would never be a shortage of people willing to take the job. The last girl in the world who needed a husband was a rich girl.


Charlotte was a very rich girl. Her mother’s marriage settlement had included a generous provision for offspring. The marriage having produced only one child, Charlotte’s portion was considerable even for the daughter of a marquess.


“I’m sorry to be a worry to you,” she said.


He dismissed this with a wave of his hand. “Fathers are supposed to fret about their children. This is hardly a worry. It is simply a problem to be solved. Granted, I have never tried matchmaking before. I have given the business a great deal of thought, however. Once I was well again, I began to observe closely what went on during the Season.”


The London Season was, among other things, the time for unwed aristocrats to find mates. Like the other unmarried ladies, Charlotte dutifully attended all the required social functions. Like the others, she put herself on display at the weekly subscription balls at Almack’s Assembly Rooms, to which only the cream of Society was admitted—for the meritorious purpose, it seemed to her, of confining excruciating boredom to a small, select circle.


“Most girls find a husband during the Season,” Lord Lithby said. “But you have had eight Seasons. Since one cannot fault your behavior, the fault must lie elsewhere. Having studied the matter, I have arrived at two conclusions: Firstly, the method is too haphazard. Secondly, London offers too many distractions. We must approach the problem scientifically, you see.”


Lord Lithby was an agriculturalist. A member of the Philosophical Society, he was constantly reading pamphlets or writing papers on farming. He went on to explain that some of the principles employed in agriculture might be applied to human beings. What one needed was a system, and he had devised one.


He had no idea how careful his daughter had been not to achieve the desired result. He had no idea how scientifically she had approached the problem of How Not to Get Married. Charlotte had devised a system years ago and continued to refine it.


She had been blind once about a man. Never again.


Thanks to the prolonged illness—of spirit as well as body—resulting from that error, she had made her debut belatedly at the age of twenty. Long before then, though, she was studying the gentlemen of her social circle, gauging their characters as carefully as her father gauged the characteristics of his turnips and beans, his cows and sheep and pigs. As her father studied ways to make his livestock and crops thrive, she studied ways to make men’s interest wane.


She learned to be stupendously boring with one, bland to the point of invisibility with another. With some she’d talk incessantly. With others, she was silent. Sometimes she became absentminded and easily distracted. Sometimes she persisted in failing to recognize a man she’d met time and again. And more than once she’d led her suitor to another woman.


This last maneuver wanted extreme care and subtlety.


They all did, actually. No matter what technique she used, she must always appear sweetly obliging.


It was uphill work for an attractive, rich girl not to get married and not get caught not getting married.


She ought to be ashamed of herself for deceiving him, but the shame of the truth was many times worse.


“Lizzie and I have made a list of fellows we believe you will find agreeable,” her father said. “In a month’s time, these gentlemen will arrive at Lithby Hall for a fortnight’s stay. Naturally, some of your girl cousins and friends will come as well, to make up the numbers. In this way, you’ll have a better chance to get to know the gentlemen. In turn, spared the distractions of Town, they will have a better chance to win your regard.” He beamed at her.


Lord Lithby’s beams were not confined to a smile but, like the sun’s rays, seemed to radiate from his very being.


Charlotte smiled back. How could she not, when he was so pleased with his terrifying idea?


“If it does not work this time, we shall try again in the hunting season,” he said. “It is not as though we would not be entertaining guests in any event.”


Though he added no “buts,” Charlotte heard one all the same.


He had his heart set on her finding a husband by this method, and whatever he said, he was confident it would succeed the first time. He would be dreadfully disappointed if it didn’t.


It would kill her to disappoint him.


It would kill her to do as he wished.


“I am sure it will work, Papa,” she said. “Of course I trust your judgment completely.”


“There’s a good girl.” He patted her shoulder.


That settled, and sublimely unaware of the bomb he’d set off inside her, he went on to other topics: something about the adjoining property … Chancery suit settled with miraculous speed … but Lord Hargate always … his sons … Carsington’s paper on salt … foot rot in sheep …


She tried to pay attention but the noise inside her head made it impossible. Her mind bounded from one panicked thought to the next, one unwanted memory to another. She stared at the pig and wished for porcine contentment. She wished for Hyacinth’s utter certainty of her place and function in the world.


Then Lord Lithby set out to talk to his head gamekeeper, and Charlotte went her own way, taking her tumultuous mind with her.


Lord Lithby had been trying to tell his daughter about the property next door and its new occupant, Darius Carsington.


Because Darius made no scandals and Lord Lithby paid little heed to gossip, he did not know—and if he did, probably would not care—that his new neighbor was a rake, impersonal or otherwise. All Lord Lithby cared about was that Lord Hargate’s youngest was a fellow member of the Philosophical Society who had authored several exciting papers on animal behavior and a number of remarkable pamphlets about livestock. Lord Lithby owned every one of these pamphlets. The one on pig farming, in particular, he considered momentous.


Naturally he was delighted to have this brilliant fellow in charge of the derelict property on his western border.


To his daughter Lord Lithby had explained about the Chancery suit and Lord Hargate’s astonishing feat in getting the case settled after a mere ten years. He spoke enthusiastically of Mr. Carsington’s studies of foot rot in sheep and his views regarding salt in livestock diets. He would call upon his new neighbor this day and invite him to dinner, he announced.


His lordship might as well have addressed his remarks to the pig.


Meanwhile, two miles away, Darius—who had as little to do with Fashionable Society as possible and would rather be gutted with a rusty blade than set foot in Almack’s—knew nothing of Lord Lithby’s plans, enthusiasms, or daughter.


Lord Hargate’s aggravating son had arrived late the day before and spent the night at the Unicorn Inn in the market town of Altrincham, not three miles away. Though his mother had insisted on sending servants ahead to make the house, if not ready, at least habitable, Darius intended to ignore it.


Restoring the building was illogical. It would only cost money; it would not bring in any. Staying at the inn was cheaper and easier. He need only pay his bill. He needn’t hire any servants in addition to his valet, Goodbody. He needn’t repair anything. Servants, supplies, and maintenance were the innkeeper’s problem. Furthermore, his land agent, Quested, had his office in Altrincham.


The land was the priority. Thus, first thing this morning, he and the agent had made a tour of the estate.


Matters were more or less as one would expect. With the property in dispute, nothing could be done legally to it or with it for ten years.


Insects, birds, and assorted small animals had invaded many of the outbuildings, which were in varying stages of disrepair. The gardens had reverted to wilderness, the plantings overgrown where the weeds hadn’t strangled them. The wildlife seemed to be flourishing as well, although the vermin population was smaller than he’d expected.


The great surprise was the home farm. This was not the abandoned ruin he’d envisioned. Someone—his father, most likely—must have circumvented the red tape and hired men to look after it.


Nonetheless, when Quested left some hours later, he carried a long list of assignments, mostly having to do with hiring workers.


Letting his brain rest from the weighing, measuring, and calculating, Darius took a walk through the jungle that used to be a landscaped park and made his way along an overgrown path to a stagnant pond. Here, spying dragonflies, he paused.


One of the fellows of the Philosophical Society had written an article on dragonfly courtship that Darius considered fanciful. Insects, except for those troublesome to livestock, were not a particular interest of his. Nonetheless, he spared a passing glance for the dragonflies. Then, as so often happened, curiosity got the better of him.


In a moment he was stretched out on his stomach amid the tall weeds, all his fierce intelligence focused on the fairylike creatures skimming over the water. Intent on trying to distinguish male from female without aid of a spyglass, he was deaf, dumb, and blind to everything else.


A herd of stampeding bulls might have got his attention at this point, if it happened to be an especially large herd.


Which explains why he was so slow to notice.


He was distantly aware of muttering before it finally penetrated his mind. A moment later, he heard a twig snap. He lifted his head and turned that way.


It was a girl, not ten feet away, and when his head came up out of the weeds, she shrieked and leapt straight up off the ground. She stumbled, and her arms flailed like confused windmills as she tried to regain her balance, but the ground was slick there, and she slid, heading straight for the mucky water. He was already on his feet and hurrying toward her while the birds flew up from the trees, their squawking drowning out the insects’ gentle drone.


He got his arms round her middle as she slid downward, but she shrieked again when he touched her and nearly dragged them both into the scummy pond. He yanked her back, and the heel of her half boot hit his shin. In spite of his own boots, he felt it, and had to struggle for balance. He swore.


“Calm down, curse you!” he snapped. “Do you mean to drown us both?”


“Stop squeezing my bosom, you—you—” She pushed at his hands, and they began to slide again, toward the water.


“I am not—”


“Let me go!”


He pulled again, hard, dragging her back toward level ground.


“Let go! Let go!” She squirmed, shoving her elbow into his stomach.


He let go so abruptly that she stumbled.


She flung out her hand and grabbed his arm to keep from falling. “You beast! You did that on purpose!” She bent over, gasping for breath, still clutching his arm.


“You told me to let go,” he said.


She lifted her head then, and he found himself staring into an extraordinary world of blue that was her eyes. Everything else went away while he tried to take it in: the flawless oval face, as perfect as a cameo … the ivory skin brightening to pink along the delicately sculpted bones of her cheeks … the sultry pout of her parted lips.


He watched the endless blue world of her eyes widen, and for a moment he forgot everything: where he was and who he was and what he was. Then he dragged a hand through his hair and wondered if he’d hit his head without realizing.


She looked away quickly, down at her gloved hand clutching his arm. She pulled her hand away, giving him a little shove as she did it.


He could have stepped back a pace, as she clearly wanted, but he held his ground, standing too close. “That will teach me to rescue damsels in distress,” he said.


“You had no business hiding there and jumping out at me, like a—like a …” She put her hand to the tumbling mass of champagne-color hair piled upon her head and frowned. She looked about her. “My hat. Where is my hat? Oh, no.”


Her hat, a silly bit of straw and lace, had tumbled to the water’s edge.


He swallowed a smile and started that way. “Don’t trouble yourself,” she said, and hurried toward the hat.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said.


His long stride easily overtook her nervous little trot, and they both bent and reached for the hat at the same time. Thanks to his longer arms, he captured it first, but as he came up, his head hit hers.


“Ow!” She sprang back, clutching her forehead. Her feet slid out from under her, and down she went, in a swirl of petticoats. She started to scramble up, but not too quickly for him to miss the handsome calf briefly on display.


This time he planted his boots firmly onto the sloping ground, reached down, caught her under the arms, and pulled her upright, then hauled her firmly against him as he backed up the slippery embankment.


Her round backside pressed against his groin. Along with the smell of pond muck he detected a sweeter, distinctively feminine scent. He noticed a tiny spot of mud on the nape of her smooth white neck. He caught himself in the nick of time—half a heartbeat before his tongue could flick out to … groom her?


She stomped her heel on his boot and shoved with her elbow.


He let go. “If you persist in this behavior, I shall be obliged to summon the constable,” he said.


That turned her around sharply. “The constable?”


“I could bring charges against you for trespassing,” he said. “And assault.”


“Tres—Assault? You touched my—my—” She gestured at her bosom, which was a fine one and which his hand had encountered during the tussle, perhaps not completely accidentally. “You put hands on me.” Her face was quite rosy now.


“I may have to do it again,” he said, “if you continue to blunder about the place, alarming the wildlife.”


He had not thought her blue eyes could open any wider but they did. “Blunder about?”


“I fear you have disturbed the dragonflies during an extremely delicate process,” he said. “They were mating, poor things, and you frightened them out of their wits. You may not be aware of this, but when the male takes fright, his procreative abilities are adversely affected.”


She stared at him. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.


“Now I understand why none but the hardiest of the livestock remain,” he said. “You must have either frightened them all away or permanently impaired their reproductive functions.”


“Impaired their—I did not. I was …” Her gaze fell to the hat he still held. “Give me my hat.”


He turned it in his hands and studied it. “This is the most frivolous hat I’ve ever seen.” Perhaps it was and perhaps it wasn’t. He had no idea. He never noticed women’s clothes except as obstacles to be got out of the way as quickly as possible.


Still, he could see that the thing he held was an absurd bit of froth: a scrap of straw, scraps of lace, ribbons. “What does it do? It cannot keep off the sun or the rain.”


“It’s a hat,” she said. “It isn’t supposed to do anything.”


“Then what do you wear it for?”


“For?” she said. “For? It’s … It’s …” Her brow knit.


He waited.


She bit her lip and thought hard. “Decoration. Give it back. I must go now.”


“What, no ‘please’?”


The blue eyes flashed up at him. “No,” she said.


“I see I must set the example of manners,” he said.


“Give me my hat.” She reached for it.


He put the nonsensical headwear behind his back. “I am Darius Carsington,” he said. He bowed.


“I don’t care,” she said.


“Beechwood has been turned over to me,” he said.


She turned away. “Never mind. Keep the hat if you want it so much. I’ve others.”


She started to walk away.


That would not do. She was exceedingly pretty. And the breast that had more or less accidentally fallen into his hand was agreeably round.


He followed her. “I collect you live nearby,” he said.


“Apparently I do not live far enough away,” she said.


“This place has been deserted for years,” he said. “Perhaps you were unaware of the recent change.”


“Papa told me. I … forgot.”


“Papa,” he said, and his good humor began to fade. “That would be …?”


“Lord Lithby,” she said tautly. “We came from London yesterday. The stream is our western border. I always used to come here and … But it does not matter.”


No, it didn’t, not anymore.


Her accents, her dress, her manner, all told Darius this was a lady. He had no objections to ladies. Unlike some, he was not drawn exclusively to women of the lower orders. She seemed a trifle slow-witted and appeared to possess no sense of humor whatsoever, but this didn’t signify. Women’s brains or lack thereof had never mattered to him. What he wanted from them had nothing to do with their intellect or sense of humor.


What did matter was that the lady had referred to her father’s property bordering Darius’s. Not her husband’s.


Ergo, she must be an unmarried daughter of the Marquess of Lithby.


It was odd—not to mention extremely annoying—that Darius had mistaken her. Usually he could spot a virgin at fifty paces. Had he realized this was a maiden, not a matron, he would have set her on her feet and sent her packing immediately. Though he had little use for Society’s illogical rules, he drew the line at seducing innocents.


Since seduction was out of the question, he saw no reason to continue the conversation. He had wasted far too much time on her already.


He held out the hat.


With a wary look, she took it.


“I apologize for startling you or getting in your way or whatever I did,” he said dismissively. “Certainly you are welcome to traipse about the property as you’ve always done. It is of no consequence to me. Good day.”
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Darius turned away, walked back to the pond’s edge, told his reproductive organs to calm down, and once again settled onto his stomach to watch the dragonflies.


Since a mere female could not possibly throw an experienced rake into a panic, it could not occur to him that something about the encounter had caused him to panic and leap to a hasty conclusion.


However, Darius’s most intimate companion, as his family often complained, was Logic. He was objective and rational to a fault. Thus, it was not too long before he detected the flaw in his reasoning.


As he was trying with limited success to return his mind to the dragonflies, his best friend and mentor, Logic, noted that unmarried daughters were not the only kind of daughters who might belong to Lord Lithby. An unhappily married daughter might be visiting. A widowed daughter might have returned to live with her parents.


Hope rose again.


So did Darius.


She was very pretty, after all.


She had vanished from view.


“Damnation,” he said.


It was unlike his wits to be so sluggish. How long had he lain there, staring at the insects, before his mind had woken up?


He shook his head. He had spent too much time in London, that was the trouble. The country air had not had time enough to cleanse his brain.


Still, it was easy enough for someone to disappear in this wilderness. Perhaps she had not gone far.


He started down the path she’d taken.


He followed it to the stream that divided the two properties. He discerned no sign of his prey.


He kicked a pebble into the stream, then started back to his house—or the stables, rather. He wanted a wash and something to eat, and for that he must ride back to the inn. He’d counted at least two attractive and clearly willing maidservants there.


Either one—or perhaps both—would serve his purpose.


He’d wasted enough time on the lady.


Lithby Hall, a short time later


Her stepmother was coming down the stairs as Charlotte was going up. Both paused.


“Good heavens, Charlotte, what has happened?” said Lizzie.


“Nothing,” said Charlotte.


“How can you be so absurd?” Lizzie said. “You have mud on your nose. Your dress is soiled. Your gloves are unspeakable. Where is your hat?”


“I gave it to Hyacinth,” Charlotte said. She had stopped at the pigsty on the way back.


“You what?”


“She ate it,” Charlotte said. Contrary to Lord Lithby’s cherished beliefs, Hyacinth could and did eat anything and everything, with no discernible ill effects. The sow had easily digested more than one book of sermons officious relatives had foisted upon Charlotte.


Lizzie turned and followed Charlotte up the stairs. She said no more, however, until they reached Charlotte’s room.


“Good heavens, your ladyship, what’s happened?” said her maid, Molly.


“Nothing,” said Lady Lithby. “Leave us for a moment, Molly. We’ll ring when we want you.”


“But, your ladyship, she’s all over mud,” said Molly.


“It doesn’t matter,” said Charlotte. “I don’t expect you to clean it. You can feed my clothes to the—” She broke off, wondering what was the matter with her. She ought to have better control of her tongue.


The stream separating Beechwood from her father’s property was about two miles from Lithby Hall. Charlotte easily covered two or three times that distance and sometimes more in the course of a day’s perambulations. Long walks helped calm her. On some days she needed more calming than on others.


Maybe she should have walked farther today.


Molly’s gaze traveled over Charlotte, up and down. She shook her head.


“Later, Molly,” Lady Lithby said firmly. “Close the door behind you.”


The maid went out, still shaking her head. She closed the door.


“Charlotte,” said Lizzie.


“It’s nothing,” said Charlotte. “I was walking next door. At Beechwood. I met the new resident.”


“Mr. Carsington, do you mean? The neighborhood is abuzz. He arrived yesterday, I am told.” Lizzie eyed her up and down. “Did you meet him before or after you fell into the pigsty?”


Charlotte, who had fallen into the pigsty more than once in her childhood, considered accepting the easy lie. The trouble was, her stepmother always knew when she was lying. Life was simpler when one told her the truth, albeit as little of that as was absolutely necessary.


“He was lying among the tall weeds,” she said. “I did not see him at first. My mind was elsewhere. I was practically on top of him when he raised his head. Then I nearly leapt out of my skin. I stumbled on something … and I fell.”


Charlotte saw no reason to describe in detail what had happened between the first time she’d stumbled and when she’d fallen on her arse.


She was trying very hard to forget what had happened.


He was so … big … and his hands …


For ten years her physical contact with men had gone no further than a gloved hand lightly clasping hers, or, in the course of a waltz, a gloved hand touching the back of her waist.


He had not been wearing gloves, and her layers of clothes might as well not have been there, for all the good they did.


His hands, his hands. She could feel them yet … along with other disturbing feelings, too much like longing.


But that was impossible. She would never long for a man’s touch, she told herself. She’d learned her lesson.


What had happened today was simple enough: She’d already been upset when she came upon him. Being upset, she’d panicked, which made her too irrational to comprehend that the man was simply trying to keep her from tumbling into the bog that used to be an ornamental pond.
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