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THERE WAS MUCH ABOUT HER

THAT LEFT HIM CONFUSED AND UNCERTAIN

 . . . but Patrick knew one thing: he wanted her. Instinctively his grip on her hand tightened and he pulled her into his arms. His lips found hers and her mouth was soft and surprised; her body warm and supple. Desire, sharp and urgent, slammed through Thea. Powerless to fight against the primitive forces unleashed within her, she gasped at the touch of his hand, arching with pleasure. The mundane rattle of crockery in the hall brought them both abruptly back to reality. They sprang apart as the butler entered with a silver tray.

“That won’t be necessary,” Thea said. “Mr. Blackburne was just leaving.” She glanced back at Patrick, both pleading and demanding that he agree.

“Indeed, I was,” he muttered, taking her trembling hand in his. “I shall come to call tomorrow.” Thea nodded, not trusting her voice.

A moment later, Patrick was standing outside in the cool night air, wondering if he had indeed gone mad. How else to explain what happened tonight?
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—Rendezvous


“Her lush narrative and classic romance plotline remind readers of those glorious days when there was time to savor rich prose and relax with well-crafted characters. . . . Doing what she does best, Ms. Busbee captures the aura of an era and her readers’ imaginations.”
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PROLOGUE


Cheltenham, England

1788

The two small figures scurrying across the vast grounds of the estate of Lord Garrett, had anybody been looking, were clearly visible by the light of the full November moon. It was highly unlikely, at two o’clock in the morning, that anyone would have expected to see Lord Garrett’s just-turned-seventeen sister, Thea, acting in such a clandestine manner. Which was precisely the plan.

A half-excited, half-nervous giggle escaped Thea as she and Maggie Brown, her maid, finally made it to the cover of the tall trees that encircled the grounds. The plan was not hers. Lord Randall had concocted it, and with all the naïveté of one so young and wildly in love for the first time, Thea had thought it a very clever plan. But then she thought every word that fell from Lord Randall’s lips was clever. She had altered his plan only slightly, deciding at the last minute to let Maggie, who was training to become her personal maid, in on the secret. She had known Maggie all of her life and had known that Maggie would support her in this momentous undertaking.


Maggie, just a year older than Thea, had been agog with terror and excitement when Thea had enlightened her about what was in the wind. It was, as Maggie had averred passionately this evening, “ever so romantic and thrilling” that Miss Thea and Lord Randall were flying in the face of family disapproval and eloping. Maggie thought it was too bad that Lord Garrett and Mrs. Northrop, Lord Garrett and Thea’s mother, were so against the dashing Lord Randall. Hadn’t it been Lord Garrett himself who had introduced Lord Randall to the family? Invited the handsome aristocrat to stay at the family estate, Garrett Manor, for weeks on end this past summer?

Only hours before, her huge dark eyes full of emotion, Thea had declared to the highly sympathetic Maggie that she would just die if she did not marry Lord Randall! Mama and Tom, Lord Garrett, just did not understand. They were being unreasonable to expect her to wait until the end of her London season next year before announcing her intention to marry Lord Randall. Why, that was months away! And as for their objections to the match, it was all nonsense! Her firm little chin had lifted. Pooh! What did she care that Lord Randall was older than she was? Or that her fortune was much larger than his? Or that he had a reputation of being a rake? Didn’t rakes make the best husbands? Everybody knew that!

Tom was just being vexatious, Thea had declared roundly as she tossed various items to Maggie to pack, and Mama . . . Hadn’t Mama been just a year older than Thea was now when she had married Papa? And hadn’t Papa been known as one of the wildest rakes around? And hadn’t he been nearly twenty years her senior? She didn’t see why she couldn’t marry a rake. Mama had married a rake, actually two rakes counting Mr. Northrop, whom Mama had married 
after Papa had been so foolish as to get himself killed when he, his horses and curricle had all gone over a cliff in Cornwall while he had been trying to win a drunken wager. And hadn’t Mama married the much-gossiped-about Mr. Northrop two years later, a man who had been some fifteen years older than she? Having married two men so much older than herself and both with notorious reputations, how could Mama now be so cruel and unfeeling as to deny Thea her heart’s desire? Mama just wasn’t being fair! She would marry Lord Randall. No one, not Mama or Tom, was going to stop her.

As they had hastily packed the bandboxes for the journey to Gretna Green, Thea had extolled Lord Randall’s virtues, almost convincing Maggie that there was much merit in this runaway marriage and that Lord Randall was a paragon of virtue. Almost.

Maggie, flattered and awed by her sudden inclusion in the most exciting event that had ever come her way, had nodded in agreement with Thea’s arguments. As Thea had said, Lord Randall was handsome. He was, according to Lord Garrett himself, a capital fellow. Well connected and with a comfortable fortune. It was true, as Thea had explained earnestly, that Lord Randall had lived a wild and even scandalous life, but he had sworn that all that would change once Thea became his wife. Besides, Thea had said airily, everyone knew that the gentlemen could do as they pleased. Why, even Tom was known to be a “hard goer” and was no stranger to the gaming table and was fond of his liquor. And didn’t Tom keep a mistress in London? Thea wasn’t supposed to know about that, but her young half sister Edwina, who had the nasty habit of listening at keyholes, had heard Mama scolding him about some little actress he 
had in keeping and Edwina had wasted little time in prattling to Thea all about it. Now how, Thea had asked scornfully, could Tom possibly object to her marrying a friend of his who acted just the same? Of course, Lord Randall had sworn that those days were past for him.

Caught up in Thea’s enthusiasm, Maggie had agreed with her young mistress, but now that they had left the safety of the house and were on their way to the rendezvous with Lord Randall, she suddenly found herself full of misgivings. Lord Randall, she admitted as she followed Miss Thea’s darting, slender form through the woods, was indeed much older than her young mistress. At thirty-three, he was even much older than Thea’s brother, Lord Garrett, who had just turned twenty-one in August. And if the downstairs gossip was correct, Lord Randall was also a hardened gamester—one of the wild crowd that Lord Garrett had fallen in with lately. Mrs. Northrop had not been pleased about that! Nor that her only son was fast becoming as care-for-nothing as his late, lamented father had been in his heyday.

But none of that mattered, Maggie told herself firmly. Everyone knew that Lord Randall had taken one look at Miss Thea and had fallen in love with her. And Miss Thea . . . Maggie sighed blissfully. Miss Thea had felt exactly the same way. And while Maggie might have reservations about Lord Randall’s suitability for a young, innocent lady like her mistress, and the covert nature of their courtship, with snatched meetings here and there, it certainly wasn’t up to her to question the actions of the gentry. As for betraying Miss Thea . . . why, she’d never be able to lift her head again!

None of the reservations that plagued Maggie even 
crossed Thea’s mind. She was too excited, too intent on reaching Lord Randall’s side, to question the wisdom of what she was doing. She was in love! Certain that Lord Randall, or Hawley, as he had asked her to call him, was the man of her dreams. With his smiling gray eyes, thick black hair, and tall, broad-shouldered form, he was every maiden’s dream, of this she was positive. And to think she was the lucky one whom he had chosen to marry! A scowl crossed her gamine features. It was too bad of Tom to claim that it was her fortune that Hawley had chosen, she thought, as memories of her brother’s pithy remarks floated across her brain.

Thea and Maggie suddenly burst from the woods and there, drawn up to the side of the road, was the curricle and pair right where he had said they would be: Lord Randall, tall and imposing in his greatcoat, was nervously pacing beside the restive horses. At the sight of Thea, her lively features framed by the hood of her purple-velvet cloak, a pair of overflowing bandboxes clutched in her hands, he left off his pacing and swiftly approached her.

Swinging her into his arms, he kissed her passionately, far more passionately than she had ever been kissed in her life, and exclaimed, “Darling! You are here at last. I have been in a fever of impatience—fearful that your tender heart would fail you at the last moment.”

Flustered by the kiss and a trifle shy, Thea looked up into his attractive features. “I would let nothing stop me,” she declared softly. “I promised you I would be here.”

He smiled, his gray eyes glinting in the moonlight, his chiseled mouth curving with satisfaction. “I know . . . but I was fearful nonetheless. I would not blame you if you had decided that your family was right and that I was not worthy of you.” His lashes dropped, and he glanced away. “I should 
send you back,” he said manfully. “I am a selfish cad to take you from everything you know and love.”

“Never say so!” Thea protested, her dark eyes bright with emotion. “You are everything that I desire. Once we are married and they see what a wonderful husband you are to me, Mama and Tom will change their minds. You’ll see.”

His moment of doubt gone, he flashed her a melting smile and nodded. “I am sure you are right. But now we must be off before you are missed.”

He tossed Thea up into the curricle and was on the point of joining her when he became aware of Maggie standing uncertainly by the side of the road. He frowned, the lines of dissipation in his handsome face suddenly pronounced.

An edge to his voice, he asked, “And who is this? I told you that no one was to know. No one.”

“Oh, it is only Maggie,” Thea said blithely. A faint blush, barely visible in the moonlight, suddenly crossed Thea’s features. “I know that we are to be married, but I did not think it proper for me to travel alone with you all the way to Scotland. It would not be seemly.”

“And where,” he asked coolly, “do you expect me to put her and all those boxes and whatnot you have brought with you? As you can see, I have only a curricle for us.”

Thea blinked. She had never heard that tone of voice from him before and was not certain how to react. Maggie could have told her that the servants of Garrett Manor were very familiar with that particular tone and that it usually preceded a sound boxing of the ears.

Feeling that the strain of the situation was making him a bit testy, Thea sent him a dazzling smile. “Oh, we shall manage. Maggie and I can squeeze together—we are neither of 
us very big, and I am sure that you will find a place for everything.”

“I see.” The expression in his eyes was unreadable. Turning to Maggie, he muttered, “Since my wife-to-be brought you along, you had better get in.” He glanced at Thea. “In the future, my dear,” he said, “I would appreciate it if you did not make changes in my plans without consulting with me first.”

In the silence that followed he made no attempt to help Maggie as she awkwardly clambered into the curricle. Making herself as small as possible, she squeezed gratefully next to Thea.

It was a silent threesome who traveled through the silvery moonlight. Lord Randall, wanting to put as much distance as possible between himself and the sure-to-be-infuriated Lord Garrett, set the horses at a spanking pace. The expression on his face did not invite conversation, and Thea, the first blush of excitement having vanished and Lord Randall’s manner not very encouraging, found herself uneasy and a trifle let down. Maggie, remembering all the gossip amongst the servants who’d had the misfortune to run afoul of Lord Randall, was cowardly wishing that Miss Thea had not chosen her to partake in this particular adventure.

Garrett Manor was situated a short distance from the town of Cheltenham in Gloucester, nearly ninety miles northwest of London. Gretna Green, their destination, was on the border between Scotland and England, a considerable distance farther. They would be more than a few days on the road, even with Lord Randall driving at great speed. The hope was that by the time Lord Garrett and Mrs. Northrop 
discovered Thea’s absence, the eloping couple would have an insurmountable head start.

Everything went well until midmorning, when one of the horses they had hired from the last inn threw a shoe and came up lame. Lord Randall, who had seemed to have gotten over his annoyance at Maggie’s inclusion and had been gaily regaling the two young woman with a politely risqué story about Prinny, King George III’s heir and eldest son, muttered a curse and pulled the horses to a stop. A quick examination of the horse confirmed the lost shoe and the fact that they were going nowhere with any speed until the shoe was replaced, and possibly the horse, too.

Since they were on a rather deserted stretch of road, Lord Randall left the two women in the curricle while he rode the sound horse some miles back to the nearest village. It was nearly two hours later before they were once again on their way, and Lord Randall’s surly manner had returned. Thea’s attempts at conversation were met with either a cold silence or a curt reply.

Late that afternoon, when Thea suggested that they stop at the next posting inn so she and Maggie could stretch their legs and perhaps partake in some refreshments, he sent her a forbidding look that startled her. “You seem to have forgotten that it is urgent that we reach our destination before your brother overtakes us,” he snapped. “I’ll not have all my plans overturned just because you wish to sip some lemonade.” And when they had swept past the posting inn with nary a check of the horses, the expression on his face had kept her protest unspoken.

As the posting inn disappeared in a cloud of dust behind them, it occurred belatedly to Thea that her husband-to-be could be very charming . . . as long as everything was going 
his way, but let adversity strike . . . She peeped over at him as he drove, his attractive profile grim. This was a side of him she had never seen, never suspected. Of course, he was upset, she told herself charitably. The delay with the lost shoe had been costly, and it was imperative that they reach Gretna Green well ahead of Tom. Still, she did not think that it was necessary for him to be quite so ungracious. If not for themselves, they should have stopped for Maggie, she thought unhappily, after a glance at Maggie’s tired features.

They had been on the road over fourteen hours and surely a half hour stop would not have spelled disaster, especially since their only breaks involved flying stops . . . Thea sent another look at Maggie’s face. While it wasn’t Maggie’s place to complain, it was Thea’s place to see that her servant was not abused. It was a family tradition that the Garrets took care of their own, and practically since birth it had been drilled into Thea’s head that she was responsible for the well-being and care of her servants, actually of anyone of a lesser position than herself. Thea might be madly in love, but she was not unintelligent, and Lord Randall’s utter disregard for her and Maggie’s needs made her thoughtful and a little wary of the glamour with which she had viewed him.

A mile or so down the road, Hawley sent Thea an apologetic look. “I am sorry,” he said. “I should not have been so abrupt with you. In my haste for us to be safely beyond your brother’s reach, I have pushed all other considerations aside.” He smiled winningly at her, his gray eyes crinkling attractively at the corners. “Of course, I shall stop at the next posting inn and you and your servant shall have all the lemonade you wish.” Softly he added, “Will you forgive me, sweet, for being so anxious to marry you that I ignored all 
else? Even your simple needs? I swear I shall not do so again.”

Thea’s heart swelled. Of course, he was ill-tempered and snappish—he was terribly worried that Tom would manage to part them. Why, anyone would act the same.

Smiling sunnily at him, she nodded. “Mind,” she said teasingly, “it must be the very next posting inn.”

“Indeed it shall be.”

Hawley was as good as his word, and they stopped at the very next posting inn. While Thea and Maggie were feasting in the private room he procured for them, he ordered a basket of food and drink to take with them on their journey.

Some minutes later, revived and refreshed, they were once more on the road. As the miles sped by and more and more distance was put between themselves and possible pursuers, Hawley relaxed. The delay caused by the thrown shoe had been unfortunate, but he intended to travel on through the night. It was almost pleasant for early November, and the bright, clear moonlight made it entirely feasible. He smiled to himself. There was still a great distance before them, but Thea was as good as his bride right now.

That thought had hardly crossed his mind when there was a loud crack, and the curricle gave a wild lurch as the right wheel went spinning down the road. The horses reared and plunged at the sudden drag, the curricle nearly tipping over on its side without the support of the wheel. Thea and Maggie gasped and clung to each other as Lord Randall fought to keep control of the struggling horses.

Eventually he was able to bring the horses to a standstill and, a moment later, had leaped down from the curricle to survey the problem. The wheel was gone, the body of the curricle tipped precariously onto one side. A brief search 
revealed the wheel several yards down the road. The hub was completely cracked, which had allowed the wheel to break free of the axle. Hawley swore as he looked at the damage. It was unlikely he’d find a blacksmith who could fix the wheel at this hour. Provided he could even find a blacksmith. His expression unpleasant, he walked back to where Thea waited for him.

“Is it very bad?” she asked anxiously, her eyes filled with worry.

“As bad as it can be,” he growled. Looking both ways down the road and seeing not so much as a farm cart, he sighed. “The last village we passed was several miles back,” he said finally. “No doubt there is a posting inn or another village just ahead of us. I am afraid that I shall have to leave you alone again, my dear, and go see what help I can find.” He glanced at her. “It may be dark before I return. The moon will be out though, so you will not be completely without light. Will you be frightened, if I leave you here?”

Thea shook her head. “No. Maggie and I shall be fine.”

He helped the pair of them down from the unsteady curricle and, spreading a carriage blanket on the ground at the side of the road for them to sit upon, quickly unharnessed the curricle. Astride one of the horses, the other tied to a nearby tree and the curricle dipping drunkenly where they had left it, he prepared to leave. Looking down at Thea and Maggie as they sat on the blanket, he hesitated. They should be safe. He might be careless of others’ comfort but even he did not like leaving two young defenseless women alone on a deserted stretch of road. “I would take you with me, but I shall travel much faster on my own,” he said apologetically.

“Of course you will!” Thea said. She smiled at him. “Go. Go. Do not worry about us. We are country-raised, and the 
night holds no terror for us. We shall be quite all right. And do not fear we shall become chilled—Maggie and I both are wearing our heavy cloaks—we shall be quite warm.” She stifled a yawn. Her lack of sleep was telling, and her eyes already drowsy, she added, “When you come back you shall no doubt find us sound asleep.”

When Hawley returned, driving a rented farmer’s cart, his temper was none too good. Even the sight of Thea and Maggie curled next to each other and asleep on the blanket did not lighten his mood. The village, more a small hamlet although it did boast an inn of sorts, had been a goodly distance down the road. By the time he had reached it and learned that it would be morning before anything could be done about his curricle, he had known that the elopement was in grave danger of coming to naught. They would have to stay the night, and he was certain that morning would bring Lord Garrett hot on their heels. His face tightened. He had come too far to be thwarted now—and the state of his finances made marriage to Thea urgent. This unforeseen patch of bad luck left him with no choice but to make it impossible for Lord Garrett to oppose the marriage.

If Thea noticed that Lord Randall was silent during the bone-jarring ride to the little inn where they would be staying the night, she said nothing. She was tired, hungry, and looking forward to sleeping through the night. This elopement business was all rather exhausting and not very romantic, she decided as she fought an enormous yawn.

Thea had not thought a great deal about what would happen when they reached the inn, but she was disturbed when she discovered that Maggie would not be sharing the room with her. Her expression troubled, she said to Lord Randall, 
“It is not necessary to procure another place for Maggie—she can share my bed. I will not mind.”

“Ah, but I will mind,” Hawley said with a smile. “I’ll not have it bandied about that my wife is reduced to sleeping with servants. I have the care of you now, my pet, and it simply would not do.”

“Oh,” Thea said blankly, touched and yet strangely uneasy.

He smiled again and ran a caressing finger down her soft cheek. “Go to bed, my dear, I shall see to everything.”

“What about Tom?”

His smile became fixed. “Do not worry. I have everything in hand.”

Reassured and having seen for herself that Maggie was comfortable in the room she would share with the innkeeper’s daughter, Thea climbed gratefully into bed. Wearing a demure cotton shift and the covers pulled up to her chin to keep out the chill of the November night, she lay there feeling rather small and uncertain.

The day had been long and tiring, but she found herself restless. The elopement was not proving to be quite as romantic and thrilling as she had assumed it would be, and Hawley’s manner at times troubled her. Tom and her mother had both warned her against him, telling her to be careful, that he was not the charming suitor she thought him to be. Especially, her mother had pleaded, don’t be fooled by a sophisticated air and a handsome face. They were going to be furious when they discovered that she had defied them, she admitted guiltily. Thoughts of home and her mother’s disapproval and Tom’s condemnation flickered through her mind. They had to be mistaken in their beliefs about Hawley. 
Despite his actions that day, Thea was positive that Hawley was going to be a wonderful husband.

The sound of the opening of her door had her sitting bolt upright in the bed, her eyes big and round with apprehension. In the light of the candle he held, she recognized Hawley and let out a sigh of relief.

Smiling shyly, she said, “It is very kind of you to come and check on me before retiring. As you can see, all is well.” When Hawley made no reply but walked to the center of the room and set the candle on the small oak table, she asked, “Is your room nearby?”

“Not exactly,” he said with a slight slur, and began removing his clothing. Tossing his coat on a chair, he sat down and began taking off his boots.

Thea could smell the scent of liquor coming from him; that coupled with his faintly slurred speech was a clear indication that he had been drinking heavily in the time since she had last seen him. She had seen her brother, late at night, weaving and staggering through the house once or twice by accident, and she knew gentlemen under the influence of strong drink acted somewhat erratically—she didn’t think she wanted to be around Lord Randall in such a state. Her eyes even bigger, her stomach feeling as if it were filled with ice, she fastened on what he had said, and stammered, “W-w-what do you m-m-mean?”

Removing the lace at his throat and wrists, he shrugged out of his shirt, and said, “Why, nothing, my pet.” He looked across at her and the glitter in his gray eyes made her mouth go dry. “My room is not nearby because my room is right here.”

“Here!” she squeaked, her eyes skittering away from his 
broad naked chest. “But it cannot be! You cannot stay here. We are not married.”

He nodded. “I know. I would have preferred this to be done differently, but tonight’s delay has made it necessary.”

“W-w-what do you mean?” she asked, her heart thumping in her chest.

Gently, he said, “We are to be married, are we not, my love?” And at Thea’s cautious nod, he added, “I have no doubt that morning will bring your brother to our very door. We must make it impossible for him to part us.”

Suddenly frightened and uneasily aware of what Hawley was implying, Thea frowned. She was rather innocent, and while she knew that when she and Hawley were married he would share her bed, she hadn’t thought about that aspect of their marriage very much. Born and raised in the country, despite her station, she had a fair idea of what sharing Hawley’s bed would entail—she just wasn’t prepared for it to happen right now. And certainly not without marriage!

“You mean make love?” she asked in a small voice.

Hawley nodded. He walked to the bed and, sitting on the side of the bed, he took one of her hands in his. Kissing her fingertips, he said, “We would do it eventually, my love. We will just be anticipating our vows by a few days.”

She was resistant to the idea. He could see that from her expression, and he bent forward, saying urgently. “Thea, it is the only way. Your brother will be here by morning. You know that he will tear you away from me.”

Thea wouldn’t look at him, a tight ball of panic fisting in her chest. What had seemed so romantic and dashing only hours before had taken on a sordid hue. She wanted, she discovered with horror, her mother. It suddenly dawned on her that she didn’t really know this handsome man as he bent 
nearer and kissed her wrists. Those snatched meetings in the rose garden at Garrett Manor, the passionate missives that had been furtively pushed into her trembling hands, and the burning looks they had exchanged in the company of others had not prepared her for reality.

Miserably, she realized that those brief contacts were definitely not enough upon which to base a marriage. She had been, she admitted unhappily, in love with the novelty of it, the excitement of it; flattered and thrilled that such a handsome, urbane man had deigned even to notice her, much less declare himself utterly besotted by her. Her mother’s and Tom’s disapproval had only set the seal on her determination to elope with Lord Randall, to show them that they were wrong, that she was old enough to make decisions for herself, that she was not a child anymore. But now . . .

Thea swallowed and glanced around the small room. It was pleasant enough, neat and tidy, but it was foreign and strange to her, the furnishings worn and ragged. It was certainly not the satin-and-silk bower she had imagined for her wedding night.

Confused, her thoughts tumbling through her mind, she looked at Hawley. “Couldn’t we just pretend? Just my being alone with you here is enough to ruin me. Wouldn’t Tom agree that your marriage to me would satisfy honor?”

“Don’t you want to make love with me?” he asked, his gray eyes fixed on her.

Her gaze dropped. The way he was looking at her made her feel naked—and frightened. “I-I-I don’t k-k-know,” she stammered. “I thought I d-d-did, but now I don’t know.”

His mouth thinned. It was what he had feared, why he had pushed her as far and as fast as he could. He had not 
wanted her to have time to think, time to consider what was happening.

“It is too late to change your mind,” he said. “And I’ll not have that brother of yours wresting you away from me and trying to cover this up—too much depends on our marriage.”

Panic had spread through her entire body, and, struggling to free her hand from his grip, she said breathlessly, “Let me go. I want you to leave this room—now! We will talk in the morning.”

“No, we won’t. After tonight there will be nothing to talk about, my pet. The deed will be done.”

He reached for her, and Thea shrank away, fighting to evade his capture. “Oh, please,” she cried, “let me go.”

“No,” he said, smiling queerly, lust burgeoning within him. “You will be mine . . . my wife.”

Pampered and petted all her life, sheltered and innocent as only the daughter of a powerful aristocratic family could be, Thea was beyond her depth—had been since the moment her brother had introduced Lord Randall to the family circle. She wanted only one thing at the moment, to wake up in her own bed at Garrett Manor and to know that this was all a horrible nightmare. Unfortunately, it was not, as Lord Randall’s next actions proved.

Ignoring Thea’s violent struggle to escape him, he bore her back onto the bed, his mouth crushing against hers. The taste of her sweet mouth and the thrashing of her slender body excited him, provoking the beast within him. Heedless of her fight to escape, he made short work of her cotton shift, the fragile material tearing easily beneath his determined assault, leaving her naked before him.

Lifting his mouth from hers, he glanced down at the pale, 
budding breasts, the nipples rosy and tempting. His breath hissed in his throat at the sight of her slender curves, and, cupping one breast, he took it into his mouth, sucking hard, biting the tip.

Thea arched up in pain, nearly mindless in terror and disbelief at what was happening. She blinked away frightened tears and pushed at his shoulder, simply wanting him to go away.

“Oh, please,” she begged, “let me be—if you love me, you will not force me.”

He glanced at her and smiled. “Of course I love you—and if you loved me, you would not deny me what I want most ardently.”

She bit back a sob, her lashes spiky with tears. “I d-d-don’t know if I love you,” she admitted. “I thought I d-d-did, but you are frightening me.”

“It doesn’t matter—it is too late now to change your mind,” he murmured, his hands roaming over her with shocking intimacy. She gasped and squirmed beneath him, and, glancing at her face, he wasn’t surprised to see that she was blushing. So innocent. So untouched. And so very, very delectable.

“Shy, my pet? Don’t be. Before I am through with you, you will not have a shy bone in your body.”

He was wrong about that. By the time the light of dawn crept into the small room, Thea’s humiliation and embarrassment were nearly palatable. She was painfully, mortifyingly conscious of her body, and she was very certain she had never loathed, would never loathe, anyone as much as she did Lord Randall.

All through the long night he had thwarted her frantic attempts to escape and had taken her against her will more 
than once, ignoring her cries and shrinking flesh. He had not been deliberately brutal—after all, as he had muttered hotly into her ear, his body plundering hers, he loved her. Intent upon his own needs and designs, he had simply taken what he wanted, done what he wanted, and it had not mattered that Thea had been stiff with revulsion and terror.

When he finally rose and, after a hasty wash in the water that had been provided by the tight-lipped landlord, dressed and strolled from the room, Thea had gathered her tattered bloodied shift around her naked body and curled into a small bundle of abused, shattered dreams. She didn’t cry—she was beyond tears, had been beyond tears after that first painful intrusion of his body into hers.

Maggie timidly entered the room, not bothering to knock. There were few at the little inn who didn’t know what had happened; the walls were thin, and Lord Randall had not been able to stifle all of Thea’s tearful pleas. Maggie had known that something was amiss last night when Lord Randall had sent her away from her mistress, but she had not known just how amiss until she had been in the kitchen this morning and overheard the innkeeper and his wife talking.

Asleep at the rear of the inn, Maggie had not heard Thea’s cries, but the innkeeper and his wife had, and they were most disturbed by the situation. They were a good sort, but they did not know Thea’s identity, and it was unthinkable that they would have tried to interfere with a member of the gentry taking his pleasures with a maid—willing or not. Such things were known to happen, but they did not like it.

As Maggie had listened with growing horror, the wife, her features angry and resentful, had said to her husband, “I 
don’t want them staying here another night. We are not that kind of place, and I don’t care if he is a gentleman, I don’t want to cater to his sort—no matter how much money he gave you. Disgraceful what he did. And I don’t care what he told you—he as good as raped that poor child, and you know it. And her such a young little thing. What can her people been thinking of to let her go off with him?”

The burly innkeeper had pulled his ear. “Now, Bessie, don’t carry on so, he said it was just a lover’s argument, and that the girl is fine. It isn’t our place to call him to account.”

Bessie had sniffed and, spying Maggie’s shocked face over her husband’s shoulder, bustled away.

Breakfast forgotten, Maggie had flown to Thea’s room. The bloodstained sheets and Thea’s white, stunned features told their own tale.

Wordlessly Maggie helped Thea to bathe and dress, the innkeeper kindly sending up a large bucket of hot water and towels. By the time they left the room, Maggie was nearly frantic at her mistress’s silence and lack of animation. Miss Thea was always chattering away, a smile on her face, but this pale, silent stranger bore no resemblance to her, and Maggie feared for her sanity.

Thea was quite sane; she just couldn’t cope at the moment with what had been done to her, could not believe how horribly awry her life had suddenly gone. She was ruined. And now she would be compelled to marry the detestable creature that had brought her to that state. There was no other choice left to her, and her misery and pain were all the deeper for knowing that it had all been her fault. Her foolish, foolish fault for thinking herself in love.

At breakfast, Thea could not bring herself to eat. That she 
had to share the space with a smiling, expansive Lord Randall killed whatever appetite she might have had.

After enduring her silence for several minutes, Hawley said, “Oh, come now, pet, it is not so bad. I know that you were a virgin, but you will find that you will come to enjoy what we did.” He smiled, that smile she had once thought so charming. “I know that I did.”

Thea looked at him, blind fury churning in her breast. Her lip curled and she said, “Do not call me ‘pet.’ ”

His face tightened. “And you shall not speak to me in that tone of voice.”

“Will I not?” Thea asked, her spirit springing to life. “I will do, my lord, precisely as I please—after all, what can you do about it—rape me again? That is what happened last night, wasn’t it? Rape?”

“Call it what you will,” he growled, rising from the table and throwing down his napkin. “I only did what I had to do to ensure that your brother could not part us.”

“But did you have to enjoy it quite so much, my lord?” she asked sweetly. “Did you need to take quite so much pleasure in my resistance?”

“You are overwrought,” he said coldly. “I suggest that you remain here and try to come to your senses while I see about making arrangements for getting another wheel for the curricle.”

His hand was on the knob of the door when the sounds of pounding hooves heralded the approaching hard-riding horsemen. He paused and looked back at her. “No doubt your brother.”

Thea’s bravado vanished. For Tom to find her there with this creature, for him to know what had happened last night, 
to face his gaze after he had warned her against Lord Randall, was the final shame and humiliation. She wanted to die.

The door to the room burst open, Lord Garrett’s entrance knocking Hawley several steps backward. Magnificent dark eyes, so like Thea’s, flashed dangerously. Lord Garrett, murder in his face, rushed forward, only to stop when he spied Thea.

The murderous expression faded, leaving his attractive features to show the strain of worry and sleeplessness he had endured. As he took in Thea’s shattered look, his face softened, and, Hawley forgotten, he crossed the room to her. Kneeling before her, he took one of her cold hands in his, and said huskily, “Hello, Puss. You have given us quite a chase. But we have found you now and will take you home. Mama is most anxious to know that you are safe.”

At his kind words, Thea’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh, Tom,” she cried, “I have been such a wicked person—but you must not blame Maggie. It is none of her fault—I made her come with me.” Thea bit back a sob. “You must leave me here—I am ruined. Mama will not want even to lay eyes on such a sinful creature as I am. You will never want me near you. Nobody will. I can never go home again.”

“Hush,” he said, gently brushing back a lock of her black hair, black hair very like his own. “How can you say such a thing? There is nothing you could do that would ever change our love for you.”

Two more gentlemen suddenly entered the room, their faces stern and anxious. Thea’s mortification was even greater as she recognized her mother’s brother, the Baron Hazlett, and his eldest son, John. John was precisely one year older than she was; they shared the same birth date and 
were very close. For John and her uncle to be privy to her shame only made the situation worse.

Lord Hazlett closed the door behind them. He and John stood there, looking large and intimidating in their greatcoats, with their arms folded across their chests.

Keeping a comforting hand on Thea’s, Lord Garrett glanced across to his uncle and cousin. “We shall need to procure a carriage for her and Maggie.”

Lord Randall, who had remained silent, suddenly cleared his throat. Stepping nearer to where Lord Garrett knelt by Thea’s side, he said, “That will not be necessary. Thea is going to be my wife. I shall have the care of her from now on.”

In one movement, Tom was on his feet, the back of his hand striking Hawley violently in the face. “No, you won’t,” Tom said softly, the dark eyes nearly black with suppressed fury. “What you will do is leave this room and be glad that I have not killed you like the dog you are.”

A muscle bunched in Hawley’s jaw, and he controlled his temper with a visible effort. “Because we are friends, I shall overlook your actions,” he said tightly, “but you are too late. I’m afraid that we, ah, anticipated our marriage vows last night. There is noth—”

Tom’s fist smashed into Hawley’s mouth. “Shut your filthy mouth!” Tom snarled, blood spurting from Hawley’s lips as he reeled backward from the force of the blow. “Nothing you may or may not have done changes our plans to return Thea to her mother and her home.” Contempt on his young face, Tom demanded, “Do you think that we would leave her to your tender mercies?” Tom’s expression grew bitter. “I am ashamed that I ever called you friend, that I was ever so foolish and misguided to introduce you to my 
family. This is all my fault, and I shall have to live with that knowledge for the rest of my life.”

“Oh, no, Tom,” Thea protested, rising to her feet. “It is my fault. You must not blame yourself. I was stupid and foolish—I should have listened to you and Mama.”

He glanced back at her. “No, Puss. The blame is mine. It was criminal of me, knowing what I did about him, to introduce you to him, much less to have invited him to stay at Garrett Manor.” He shot Lord Randall a scathing look. “But I thought he was my friend, and I was arrogant enough to think that he would not dare try his tricks on my sister. I was wrong, and you have paid the price for my arrogance.”

“I’ve had about all of this that I am going to take,” Hawley snapped. “I have tried to make allowances for your strong emotions and your feeling of injustice, but there is not a damn thing that you or anybody else can do about it. Thea will be my wife.”

“No, she will not,” said Lord Hazlett, entering the fray. “We, the family, had already decided before we came in pursuit of you that this affair will go no further. Thea will come home with us, and you”—his fine lip curled—“you, my lord, can go to the devil!”

Hawley looked thunderstruck. This was a possibility that he had not considered. “Do you mean to tell me,” he said incredulously, “that knowing she has been alone with me for over twenty-four hours, knowing that we have made love, that you intend to keep it quiet?”

Lord Hazlett nodded, his gaze full of dislike and condemnation.

Hawley gave an ugly laugh. “Oh, by God, this is rich! The girl is ruined, and you intend to hide that fact. And 
what,” he gibed, “do you intend to tell a future suitor? That she is only slightly soiled? Only a little damaged?”

The words had hardly left his mouth, before Tom was at his throat. His fingers biting into Hawley’s throat, he growled, “Silence! You are never to utter another word about this! I particularly never want to hear that you have even spoken Thea’s name. Do you understand me? Speak her name, and I’ll kill you.”

Hawley was blind with rage. Hoping to come about without bloodshed, he’d forced himself to suffer the insults of this impudent puppy, but by heaven he would no longer. It was clear that he now had nothing to lose—without Thea’s fortune financial ruin stared him in the face; all his plans and schemes had come to naught.

Hawley broke Tom’s hold on his throat, and deliberately slapping the young man across the face, he said, “Name your seconds!”

Tom’s eyes glittered, the imprint of Hawley’s hand scarlet on his cheek. “Gladly.”

“Tom! Are you mad?” demanded Lord Hazlett. “A duel is the last thing we want. If we are to brush through this without arousing a scandal, we must keep everything quiet.”

Tom nodded reluctantly. He looked at Hawley. “Thea’s reputation is worth more to me than the satisfaction I would gain from skewering you, my lord.” Caustically, he added, “You’ll forgive me if I refuse your challenge.”

Balked at every turn, his pride battered and his future ruined, Hawley was spoiling for a fight. He needed someone to strike against, someone upon whom to vent his rage, and Tom was right in front of him.

“Coward?” he asked nastily.


Tom blanched. “Coward? You dare to call me a coward? You, who prey on the young and innocent?”

Lord Randall examined the nails of his fingers. “Well, I do not know what else to call a man who refuses a challenge.”

Tom’s hands clenched into fists. “I accept your challenge—if you will have my cousin act as your second, my uncle shall act as mine, and we fight here and now.”

Hawley smiled. “Swords?”

“Swords.”

Despite the protests and pleas of the others, neither man could be persuaded to back down. In a terrifyingly short time, the rules had been set and a space had been cleared in the room, the furniture pushed back against the walls to provide an area for the duelists. The gentlemen of her family tried to hustle her out of the room, but Thea would not budge.

Her eyes huge black pools in her white face, she said fiercely, “What difference does it make now? I know you are trying to protect me, but it is too late. I must stay. I must.”

There was no dissuading her, and, after a helpless shrug, Tom turned away to face his opponent, who stood in the center of the cleared space. His blade kissed the tip of Hawley’s. “En garde.”

Both men had shed their jackets for freedom of movement, and the fight that followed was swift and vicious. It was clear from the onset that Hawley intended to win, delivering a furious onslaught that immediately drove Tom backward. Again and again their blades met and clashed, the deadly sound of steel against steel ringing in the small room.

The two men were evenly matched in height, but Hawley was more muscular and had far more experience, and 
Thea’s heart nearly stopped a dozen times when it seemed inevitable that Tom would fall beneath Hawley’s attack. Tom fell back time and time again from the expert thrust of Hawley’s flashing blade, seeming only barely able to prevent Hawley from slipping under his guard.

It was silent in the room except for the heavy breathing of the two combatants, the clang of their swords and the slide and stamp of their booted feet across the wooden floor. Arraigned against the wall, her uncle’s arm clasping her comfortingly, Thea watched in silence, terrified by the violence she had caused.

The tempo of the fight gradually changed, Tom’s flying sword working magic as his blade clashed against Hawley’s, blunting Hawley’s forward charge. A grim smile curved Tom’s mouth as Hawley began to retreat, the sound of his blade singing in the air as he closed on his enemy, the flashing blade slipping beneath Hawley’s guard to open a long rip along his shoulder.

The blood from the wound was crimson against the white of Hawley’s shirt, and he seemed astonished that Tom had managed to strike him. Breathing heavily from his exertions, Tom stepped back reluctantly. His sword held down by his side, he said, “First blood. Shall we cry quits?”

“Never!” cried Hawley. His lips curled over his teeth in a feral grimace, he leaped toward Tom, his sword poised for Tom’s heart.

Thea screamed, but Tom nimbly met the maddened charge and the fight began anew, everyone aware now that it would now only end in death. Tom fought steadily, his dark eyes intent, his young face grim, as he met every deadly thrust of Hawley’s blade. As the minutes passed Tom 
once again gained ascendancy and compelled Hawley to retreat across the room.

Forced backward by Tom’s attack, Hawley stumbled and fell against the table that had been pushed against one of the walls, the remains of the meal he and Thea had shared scattered across it. His blade locked with Tom’s as Tom bent him over the table, he sought for a way to blunt Tom’s attack. When their swords swung free, as Tom angled for the final thrust, Hawley’s free hand suddenly brushed against the still-hot teapot from breakfast. In a mad rage his fingers closed around it and with an oath, he raised up and threw the contents into Tom’s face.

Blinded, Tom staggered backward, dropping his guard as Lord Hazlett and John gasped in stunned disbelief at Hawley’s dishonorable act. Before either could call a halt to the struggle, Hawley’s sword sank into Tom’s breast in one swift lunge. Tom groaned and sank to one knee, his hand clutching his breast, blood seeping from between his fingers.

Thea screamed and struggled free from Lord Hazlett’s grasp. But it was too late; Hawley’s sword plunged again into Tom. Tom sagged farther, his dark head bent, as he fought back the black waves that lashed over him.

“Die, you damned arrogant puppy!” Hawley shouted, his face livid and ugly as he towered over Tom.

Tom lifted his head, and, smiling queerly, gathering all of his fading power, he thrust clean and true, his blade sinking deeply into Hawley’s heart.

For an instant Hawley looked incredulous, as if he could not believe what had just happened—the next, he fell dead to the floor.

Thea flew across the room to Tom’s side, and, his enemy 
vanquished, he slumped bonelessly into Thea’s slender arms. His head cradled on her lap and his eyes closed, Thea stared in horror at the rapidly spreading blood across the front of his shirt.

“Oh, Tom,” she pleaded. “Do not die, I beg you. It is all my fault. You must not die. You must not!”

Tom’s lashes fluttered, and he looked up at Thea’s tearful features. Running a finger down her tear-stained cheek, he said weakly, “Don’t cry, Puss. It is not your fault. The fault was mine.” A violent spasm shook him. Almost in a whisper he added, “Not yours. Mine.” And then his eyes closed, and he was still.

She held him near, her tears falling heedlessly. Mindless with grief and guilt, she rocked back and forth, clutching Tom’s lifeless form to her breast, oblivious of the body of the man she was to have married lying only a few feet away.

Eventually Lord Hazlett was able to wrest Tom’s body away from her. John’s strong arms around her, she was urged toward the door, where the innkeeper and his wife crowded around trying to see inside the room. At the doorway, she took another glance at her brother’s body, guilt knifing through her. Almost by chance her gaze fell upon Hawley’s sprawled form. Hatred such as she had never believed possible curdled inside her. She would never, she vowed fiercely, believe the sweet words and promises of any man again. Never.
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CHAPTER ONE


London

1798

Whistling softly to himself, Patrick Blackburne took the steps to his rented house on Hamilton Place, two at a time. It was a fine September morning in London, and having just come from a sale at Tattersall’s, where he had bought a nice chestnut mare that had caught his eye, he was feeling pleased with himself.

Life had been good to Patrick. He had been blessed with a handsome face and form, as well as a fortune that allowed him to live where and how he pleased. Across the Atlantic Ocean from England, he owned a large plantation and fine home near Natchez in the Mississippi Territory. His father had been a rich, wellborn Englishman who had taken a respectable fortune and had made it a magnificent one in the New World; his mother, even more wellborn, was related to half the aristocracy in England and possessed a large fortune of her own. Patrick’s father had died fifteen years ago and Patrick had inherited that fortune at the relatively young age of twenty-three; in time, since he was an only child, he would no doubt inherit his mother’s fortune.


It could be argued that his mother, Alice, had abandoned Patrick at twelve years of age when she had decided she could no longer bear to live in the backwoods splendor of Willowdale, the Blackburne plantation near Natchez. Only England, London in particular, would suit her. Her husband and Patrick’s father, Robert, had given a sigh of relief and had helped her pack, not about to give her a chance to change her mind.

It was known that theirs had been an arranged marriage and that they had been indifferent to one another from the beginning. Within months of the wedding, their indifference had turned to outright loathing, and Patrick, arriving almost nine months to the day after the wedding, had been born into a household that resembled nothing less than an armed camp.

Used as a weapon between the warring partners, Patrick had continually found himself in the middle of his parents’ frequent and virulent battles. It had not engendered in him any desire for the married state and was the main reason he had reached the age of thirty-eight with nary a matrimonial prospect in sight.

His mother’s rejection of Natchez and everything connected with it had hurt and confused him as a child. Patrick loved his home and thought the spacious, three-storied mansion at Willowdale to be comfortable and elegant. To this day, he still enjoyed tramping through the wilderness that bordered the plantation and had never quite understood why his mother detested everything connected with Willowdale and Natchez. When he was twelve, his mother’s attitude had baffled him and, to a point, it still did, but he had learned to accept her contempt of a home and place that he adored, 
though her occasional comments about it could still cause a pang of resentment.

His parents’ marriage, Patrick admitted, had been like trying to mate chalk and cheese, and neither had been really at fault. With his wife gone, Robert finally had peace and enjoyed his remaining years—never setting foot in England again for fear of coming face-to-face with his wife. As for Alice, she was wildly happy in England. These days she bore little resemblance to the miserable woman who had lived at Willowdale. Her relationship with Patrick was a trifle distant, more because he had grown up apart from her and had chosen to live the majority of the time at Willowdale. When he did come to England, she always greeted him with warm affection, and he enjoyed seeing her.

Patrick’s mother was the last person on his mind this particular morning as he entered the house. Setting down his narrow-brimmed hat on the table in the foyer of the house, he frowned when he spied an envelope lying there, addressed to him in his mother’s fine script.

Now what? he wondered. Surely not another ball that she wished him to attend? Since his arrival in England only two weeks ago, he’d already escorted his mother to a soiree; driven her on three different occasions around Hyde Park in his curricle; and endured an uncomfortable family dinner with her husband of just over a year, Henry, the tenth Baron Caldecott. Surely he had shown himself to be a dutiful enough son. Couldn’t she now leave him to enjoy his own pursuits?

Sighing, he opened the letter, his frown not abating one whit as he read the missive. She wanted to see him this afternoon. Urgently.

A thoughtful look in his deceptively sleepy gray eyes, 
Patrick wandered into his study. Now why would his mother need to see him urgently? Especially since he had just taken her for a drive around Hyde Park not two days ago and at that time she had been relaxed and carefree. Certainly there had been no sign that she had anything more urgent on her mind than what she was to wear to Lady Hilliard’s ball to be held on Thursday evening.

Seating himself behind the impressive mahogany desk, he proceeded to write a reply to his mother. That done, he wrote another note, canceling the plans he had made with his friend Adam Paxton to watch a match at Lord’s Cricket Ground on St. John’s Wood Road. Naturally they had a friendly wager on the outcome.

At two o’clock, as requested by his mother, garbed in pale gray pantaloons, a bobtailed coat in plum, his dark gray waistcoat extravagantly embroidered and his cravat neatly tied above his frilled shirt, he mounted the steps of the Caldecott town house on Manchester Square. After giving his hat to the butler, Grimes, he walked through the grand hallway into the front salon.

His mother was seated on a sofa, her pale blue bouffant skirts dripping onto the floor. A silver tea tray sat in front of her, and, as Patrick entered the room, she said, “Ah, precisely on time. I worried that I’d had Grimes bring me the tea too soon.”

The resemblance between mother and son was not pronounced. Except for the fact that both were tall and had the same wide-spaced gray eyes and black hair, their features were totally dissimilar: Patrick was, to Alice’s dismay, the very image of his father. It always gave her a shock when he first walked into a room, the sight of that firm, determined jaw and chin, the straight, bold nose, and arrogantly slashed 
black brows making her feel for a second that her first husband had come to drag her back to that godforsaken plantation, Willowdale.

After pressing a kiss to Alice’s powdered cheek, Patrick seated himself across from her. Long legs in front of him, he watched as she poured tea and passed a cup to him.

“You are,” she said a moment later as she stirred sugar and lemon into her own tea, “no doubt wondering why I wanted to see you.”

Patrick inclined his head. His mother looked as regal as always, her hair arranged in an elegant mass of curls on top of her head; the wide silver wings at her temples one of the few signs of her advancing age. For a woman who had just passed her fifty-ninth birthday in June, Lady Caldecott was very well preserved. The pale, flawless skin was only faintly lined, the proud chin was perhaps a bit fuller than it had been in her youth, and there was a delicate network of wrinkles that radiated out from the corners of her eyes. Still, she was a striking woman, her body slim and well formed, and Patrick wasn’t surprised that Lord Caldecott had asked her to marry him. What did surprise him was that, after being a widow for so many years and considering her first foray into the married state, she had accepted him. What astonished him even more was that the marriage seemed to have been a love match, if the open affection he had noticed between Lord and Lady Caldecott was anything to go by. Truth be told, Patrick was puzzled by his mother’s second marriage. Why would anyone, having escaped from the noose once, deliberately stick their head into it again?

Watching his mother as she stirred her tea, it occurred to him that she looked more worn and tired than he had ever seen her, and, for the first time, it crossed his mind that her 
demand to see him might have a serious overtone. He gave her a few minutes, but when she said nothing, seeming fascinated by the swirling liquid in her cup, he asked, “Mother, what is it? Your note said it was urgent that you see me.”

She forced a smile and, setting down her tea untouched, admitted, “It is urgent, but now that I have you here, I do not know how to begin.”

“At the beginning, perhaps?”

She made a face, her reluctance to proceed obvious. If he had not known better, Patrick would have sworn that his mother was embarrassed—she was certainly not acting in her usual forthright manner.

When several minutes had passed and his mother still remained silent, Patrick said, “Perhaps you have changed your mind about seeing me?”

She shook her head and sighed. “No—you are the only one I can turn to. It is just that I am . . . humiliated to have to explain to anyone, and particularly my son, the predicament in which I find myself.”

There was such an expression of misery on her face that Patrick felt the first real stirrings of unease.

“I am your son,” he said slowly. “Surely you know that you have no need to be embarrassed by anything that you tell me?”

Her gray eyes met his and she flashed him an unhappy look. “You’re wrong there. I know that we have not always seen eye to eye . . . and I hesitate to tell you something that may lower your opinion of me.”

Seriously alarmed, Patrick bent forward. “Mother, tell me! Surely it cannot be that bad.”

“You’re probably right,” she said reluctantly. “It is just that I—” She stopped, bit her lip, and then, apparently 
steeling herself, she said, “I have to tell you something that happened over twenty years ago when I first left your father and returned to England.” She hesitated, and color suddenly bloomed in both her cheeks. She cleared her throat and went on, “I was still a young woman, and I made the mistake of falling madly in love with another man. A married man of high degree.” Her eyes would not meet his. “We embarked willy-nilly into an affair. The fact that we were both married and that he was a member of the Court made it imperative that the affair remain secret. I would have been utterly ruined if it had become public, and he, well, he would have been banished from the king’s presence.” She made a face. “George III is not known for his tolerance of adultery.” She glanced across at Patrick. “Are you shocked?”

Patrick shrugged, not certain what he felt. He was startled that his mother had had an affair, but not shocked. He was, after all, a gentleman of the world, and was privy to the various follies that people commit in the name of love—another reason why he avoided that state. Aware of his mother’s silence, he admitted, “Surprised is more like it. But why are you telling me?”

Alice took a deep breath. “Because someone is blackmailing me about it.”

“With what?” Patrick asked with a frown. “From what you have just told me, the affair was two decades ago—who would care now? Your former lover?”

She shook her head. “No, he is dead—has been for at least ten years.” Her gaze dropped. “I wrote some letters. Some very explicit letters.” Tiredly, she added, “The affair wasn’t of long duration—less than a year, but it was intense while it lasted. And when it ended, when I came to my senses and realized that I was acting little better than some 
Covent Garden soiled dove, I simply wanted to put it all behind me. I told the gentleman that it was over between us and that I no longer wished to see him. He took it well—he had been a faithful and honest husband until I came into his life, and I am sure that our liaison caused him much soul-searching and anguish.” There was a faraway look in her eyes. “He was an honorable man, and I think, as I look back on those days, that he was as horrified by our passion for each other as he was entranced. I suspect that he was secretly grateful when I ended it. At any rate, once we had parted, I never gave the letters a second thought.” Her mouth drooped. “I certainly never thought that someone would try to extort money from me for their return twenty years later.”

Despite his impassive expression, a dozen thoughts were jostling around in Patrick’s mind. His mother’s confession made him look at her differently, to see her not just as the unhappy figure of his childhood, the stately matron she had become, but also as a woman with needs and desires of her own. It was difficult to imagine her in the throes of an illicit, passionate affair, but he had her word for it that it had happened—and that someone was blackmailing her because of it. His mouth tightened. Now that was something that he would not allow.

“How were you contacted?” he asked, his heart twisting at the look of vulnerability on her face. He had never seen his mother look vulnerable before, had never thought she could be vulnerable, and he was conscious of a growing anger against the person who put that look on her face.

“A note was waiting for me,” Alice said, “when I returned home from our drive on Monday in the park. I did not recognize the handwriting, but the contents alluded to the 
affair and the letters. Along with a demand for money for their return.” She sighed. “It was very cleverly done—nothing was stated outright, but whoever wrote it knew of the affair and the letters and wanted to be paid to keep quiet about it.”

“When and how much?” asked Patrick grimly.

“I have already paid the first installment,” Alice admitted. “The sender knew that Henry and I were attending Mrs. Pennington’s ‘at home’ that very evening. I was told to put a thousand pounds in my reticule and to leave it with my wrap when we arrived. When I got home, I looked inside my reticule and the money was gone. As promised, there was also one of my letters . . . just in case I had any doubts about whether the blackmailer actually had the letters.” Her mouth thinned. “I burned it as soon as I was alone.”

“Your blackmailer was clever—those ‘at homes’ are crowded affairs, with people coming and going all the time. Anyone could have slipped into the cloak room and taken the money.” He shot her a keen glance. “Since only one letter was returned to you, it is obvious that this is to continue indefinitely.”

She nodded. “I had hoped the one demand for money would satisfy them—foolish, I know. This arrived this morning.”

“This” was another note that had been lying on the table beside the tea tray. Reaching over, she handed the folded paper to him. Swiftly Patrick scanned the missive.

“Two thousand pounds this time.” He glanced at her, concern in his gray eyes. “Can you stand the nonsense? I can, if you cannot.”

“Money isn’t the issue—although it may become one, if these ‘requests’ continue and the price keeps doubling.”

“Have you talked to Caldecott about it?”


Her gaze dropped. “N-n-no,” she admitted after a long moment. When Patrick continued to stare at her, she stood up and took several agitated steps around the room. Stopping in front of him, she said fiercely, “I love Henry—very much. And he loves me. He thinks that I am perfect.” She smiled ruefully. “I know that it is hard for you to believe, but he does.” Her smile faded, that look of vulnerability that had so disturbed him returning. “No one has ever loved me as Henry does. No one, not even that long-ago lover, has ever cared for me as deeply and sincerely as he does.” One hand formed a fist at her side. “I would do anything to keep him from learning about this distasteful incident from my past. It is silly of me, I know, but I do not want Henry’s image of me tarnished.”

“Well, then,” Patrick said quietly, “I shall just have to find your blackmailer and pull his fangs, won’t I?”

Returning to her seat on the sofa, her gray eyes anxious, she leaned forward and asked, “Can you do that? Can you really find out who is behind this? And keep Henry out of it?”

“Don’t worry about my esteemed steppapa,” Patrick said dryly. “We don’t move in the same circles—my activities on your behalf are not likely to come to his attention.”

“I could wish,” Alice said with a return of her usual tartness, “that you didn’t move in those circles.”

“Well, yes, I’m sure of that, but in this case, my raffish friends and cronies may actually be of help.”

“You wouldn’t tell anyone else about this, would you?” she asked, a hand to her throat.

Patrick looked at her and she visibly relaxed. Smiling apologetically, she said, “Of course you wouldn’t. I was foolish even to consider such a thing. Forgive me?”


He nodded. Rereading the note, he frowned. “It would seem that he, and for the time being we shall assume it is a he, has decided that you are easy prey. I suspect that the demand for payment on Monday was simply to see if you would bite. Since you did, he now knows that he has you hooked. You can certainly count on receiving more of these.”

“My feeling exactly, and why I asked you to call on me.” She closed her eyes for a second. “I cannot believe at my age that I am being blackmailed for something that happened so long ago. It is ridiculous!”

“Do you have any idea who the blackmailer could be?”

“None. The recipient of the letters is dead—has been for a decade. There were no direct heirs. When he died the title, and everything else, went to his brother. His brother, incidentally, has also been dead, for a half dozen years or so. It is his brother’s eldest son who now holds the title.”

“Having told me what you have, don’t you think you can trust me with your lover’s name?” Patrick asked gently.

Alice grimaced. “It was the Lord Embry, the Earl of Childress—the sixth earl. I believe you know his nephew, the current Lord Embry.”

Patrick nodded. “Indeed, I do. And while he is up to every rig and row in town, I cannot imagine that he would be your blackmailer.”

“And I cannot believe that his uncle did not destroy my letters when our affair ended.”

“Mayhap he did not take your parting as easily as you thought?”

“You may be right,” she agreed unhappily. “But since we must assume he kept my letters, why am I just now being blackmailed for their return?”


“The most obvious answer is that they have just now come into someone else’s hands. But whose and how?” He frowned. “Embry may sail close to the wind, but I would never have thought he would stoop so low as to blackmail a friend’s mother—and he is a friend of mine. Besides, unless the family fortune has suffered a dramatic decline, he has no need of more money—and I can’t imagine Nigel pawing through the attics of Childress Hall, which is one of the few places the letters could have been and not be discovered before now.”

Alice sighed. “I suppose you are right. It is just so difficult to believe that after twenty years they have just resurfaced.”

An arrested expression suddenly crossed Patrick’s face. “What about his wife? Could she have had the letters?”

Alice shook her head. “No, she died about six months after the affair ended.” Something occurred to her and she leaned forward intently. “Wait! He remarried a couple years after that. What was her name? Ah, I have it—Levina Ellsworth.”

“You think that she might have kept the letters?”

“I can’t imagine her doing so—there isn’t a spiteful or mean bone in Levina’s body. If she knew what was in the letters, she would be far more likely simply to give them to me.”

“But suppose,” Patrick proposed slowly, “she didn’t know about the letters? Suppose they were in some old trunk that she had brought with her from Childress Hall after her husband died? I assume that after he died, she moved into the Dower House there?”

“I have no idea,” Alice admitted. “Once the affair ended, I did not keep track of what was happening in his life—I 
wanted to forget about it, to pretend that I had never been so wild and foolish. The only reason I remember about Levina is because I knew her and felt sorry for her. She had little fortune, no looks to speak of, and her family treated her like a drudge. She comes from a large family, but her sisters and brothers always struck me as a bunch of rapacious ravens—their needs came first. What I remember most about Levina is that she is singularly sweet-natured. When I read the announcement of her marriage to Embry, I was pleased that she had made such a good match at her age.” She looked reflective. “They would have been good for each other.”

“Do you think she is still alive?”

“She could be—she was about ten years my elder, so it is not out of the realm of possibility.”

“I think I should start with Levina’s whereabouts,” Patrick said, rising to his feet. “We shall assume that Levina unknowingly had the letters and that she took them wherever she went. And they stayed there until someone, for whatever reason, discovered them. With luck, she took them to the Dower House at Childress—I can easily cadge a visit out of Nigel.”

“And this recent demand? What shall I do?” his mother asked.

Patrick’s face hardened. “We shall have to pay it, but I think I shall be the one to deliver the payment.”

“Is that wise? Might it not annoy the blackmailer?”

Patrick smiled like a tiger. “Oh, believe me, I very much want to annoy our blackmailer!”

He glanced at the address where his mother was to have left the money tonight. “So you’re to be there at ten o’clock this evening, eh? Curzon Street—rather a nice neighborhood for a blackmailer, don’t you think?”


His mother shrugged. “I suppose so—if anyone lives at the address.”

Patrick nodded as he rose to his feet. “Unless your blackmailer is a fool or very bold, I agree. It would be folly for him to have you come to his home—might as well send an announcement telling you who he is.”

Crossing the room, he bent over and kissed his mother’s cheek. “I suppose it would do me little good to tell you not to worry? That I shall take care of this for you?”

“Which only gives me another reason to worry,” Alice said ruefully. Glancing up at her tall son, anxiety in her eyes, she added, “You will be careful? We have no way of knowing just how dangerous this creature may be. I could never live with myself if something happened to you because of my folly.”

Patrick laughed. “Considering some of the risks I have taken merely for a mere wager, this will be a lark.” He kissed her again. “Do not worry, Mama.”

Taking leave of his mother, Patrick left the house and drove directly to Curzon Street. He was not surprised to find that the house named by the blackmailer was empty. It was a handsome Georgian mansion, very similar to several others in the same block, but his knock on the door aroused no reply or sign of any inhabitants. A brief conversation with a prosperous-looking gentleman descending the steps of the house next door brought forth the information that it was in the hands of a solicitor, who had been trying to lease it out for the past six months. The previous owner had died a year ago and the heir, a spinster of intermediate age, had no desire to live in London.

After obtaining the name of the solicitor, a Mr. Beaton, and his direction, Patrick thanked the gentleman and 
promptly went to pay a visit to the solicitor. Pretending to be in the market for a house to lease, in the company of Mr. Beaton’s assistant, he was able to obtain entrance to the house. The interior, while spacious and well appointed, had the unpleasant, dank smell of a house long closed up and the dust-covered furniture loomed ghostlike in the dim light filtering in from the shuttered windows. A brief inspection of the three floors turned up nothing that gave Patrick any clue to the blackmailer’s whereabouts or his identity. After promising to let Mr. Beaton’s assistant know what he decided about the house, he went home to think.

Sitting in his study, his booted feet resting on the mahogany desk, he considered the situation for some time. No solution occurred to him, and he was bitterly aware that he could do nothing productive until tonight. In the meantime, however, he could see his friend, Nigel Embry. Since she was his aunt by marriage, Lord Embry would, no doubt, be his most likely source of information about Levina.

Telling his butler not to expect him until he saw him, he put on his hat and departed Hamilton Place once more. Luck was with him, and he found Lord Embry at the first place he looked; Embry House on Albemarle Street. In fact, Lord Embry was just stepping into his curricle when Patrick arrived. A congenial, amiable soul, Nigel would accept nothing less than for Patrick to park his own vehicle and to come for a ride in Hyde Park.

The news he obtained from Lord Embry confirmed his own suspicions: Levina had died in January. Her estate had gone to her nieces and nephews—as grasping a pack of money-grubbing Cits as Nigel had ever seen.

Having learned what he could for the present, Patrick settled back and enjoyed the ride, listening with half an ear 
to Lord Embry’s pleasantries. At this hour, the park was crowded with various members of the ton, garbed in their finest and driving their most elegant vehicles. Since Embry knew everyone, and Patrick was very well acquainted with many members of society, their progress was slow as they stopped to talk to this person or that and nodded politely to others.

They were stopped at present, exchanging jests with several cronies, when the sound of a swiftly approaching vehicle made Patrick glance in that direction. A second later, a pair of long-limbed black thoroughbreds pulling a high-perch phaeton burst into view.

With nary a check, the crimson-clad driver of the phaeton expertly wove the horses through the crowded park. As the vehicle and horses swept by, Patrick looked at the driver to see if he recognized the damn fool who was driving at such a dangerous pace down the crowded thoroughfare. He was astonished to see that it was a woman. Her features were a blur as the vehicle raced by, and he was left with the impression of masses of black curls under a saucily tilted crimson hat, huge dark, dancing eyes, and a red, laughing mouth.

“Who in blazes,” he demanded, “is that hoyden?”

“Ah,” said Nigel, “I see that you have not yet had the pleasure of being introduced to the notorious Miss Thea Garrett.”

“Not met Thea?” exclaimed the gentleman who was leaning against the side of Lord Embry’s curricle. “Good Gad, man! She is the talk of England. Has been for the past decade—ever since that nasty business with Randall and her brother, Lord Garrett. Don’t tell me you don’t remember it?”

Patrick nodded slowly. “Of course. I remember now. The 
girl was ruined, and when her brother caught up with them, he and Hawley fought. Both men died, didn’t they?”

“Indeed they did. Terrible scandal. Family tried to hush it up, but there was no help for it. I mean, two peers dead from a duel? Naturally the reason for the duel came out. No one talked about anything else for weeks on end.”

“Can’t believe you haven’t met her before now,” Nigel commented. “Must be that your trips to England didn’t coincide with her stays in London. Of course, she wasn’t in London—for years after the scandal she kept to the country with her mother and that half sister of hers, Edwina.”

One of the other gentlemen said, “It is a damn shame that the scandal tainted her half sister’s chances in the marriage mart. As I remember she was a lovely girl. Didn’t the chit finally end up marrying some bounder four or five years ago?”

“Alfred Hirst,” Nigel answered. “A nasty bit of goods, but related to enough of the ton that he has entrée in certain circles.”

Patrick wasn’t interested in Edwina Hirst. It was the crimson-mouthed, dashing driver who had caught his attention, and he brought Nigel back to that particular subject by asking impatiently, “But how is it that Miss Garrett is brazenly driving through Hyde Park amidst the cream of the ton? Has she no shame?”

Nigel laughed. “That’s our Thea! She’s taken her notoriety and turned it into a bloody asset! Proud as the Devil himself. Doesn’t give a damn if she’s accepted or not—goes her own way, and these days, only the highest sticklers refuse to admit her to their homes. Besides, she’s related to so many members of the ton, with a fortune to boot, that scandal or not, she is invited everywhere.” He looked thoughtful. “Of 
course, the doors would shut in a blink of an eye if there was any hint that one of the gentlemen had gone so far as to lose his head and was considering marrying the wench.”

“But didn’t I hear something about Lord Gale developing a tendre for her last year?” asked one of the gentlemen. “Swore he’d marry her or no one.”

Nigel nodded. “Caused a real dust-up. Family had a devil of a time before they were able to pack him off to the country.”

“Why,” Patrick demanded, “would any gentleman of breeding want to marry such a baggage?”

“Wait until you meet Thea,” drawled Nigel with an infuriatingly smug smile.

Patrick shook his head. “I have no desire to meet the young woman.”

Nigel’s blue eyes gleamed. “A wager?”

“What sort?”

“That before we leave London for the winter, you’ll change your mind.”

“You’re wasting your blunt. I won’t.”

“So, is it a wager or not?” prompted Nigel.

Patrick suddenly grinned, amusement glinting in his gray eyes. “Very well, if you want to lose your money, I’ll take your damned wager. But I can promise you that I have no desire to meet Thea Garrett!”
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CHAPTER TWO


Unaware and uncaring that she was the topic of conversation in the group she had left behind, Thea concentrated on her driving. She knew she would raise eyebrows for driving at this speed through the park, but like so much in her life these days, she didn’t really give a damn. Why should she? She was the notorious Thea Garrett, and people would talk about her no matter what she did—so let the gray-eyed stranger stare!

Her mind on other things, she left the horses and phaeton with the groom and entered the house on Grosvenor Square that she had bought four years ago, just after her mother’s death. Pulling off her black-leather driving gloves, she nodded to her butler, Tillman, as she crossed the hallway, intending to head upstairs to change her clothes. When Tillman coughed politely and called her attention to a note that had arrived while she had been out driving, she made a face and picked it up from the silver salver where it had been lying.

Of course, she recognized the writer’s scrawl 
immediately and a hard glint shone in the usually smiling dark eyes. She asked Tillman, “Did he bring it himself or did he have it delivered?”

“He brought it himself, Miss.” Looking uncomfortable, he added, “I followed your orders and would not let him inside—though it pained me to treat a member of the family in such a fashion.”

Since Tillman had been with the Garrett family since before Thea had been born, she allowed him a great deal of license—which he considered his due as a loyal family retainer.

Cocking a slim brow, she murmured, “I do not remembering seeing the name ‘Hirst’ anywhere on the Garrett family tree. Perhaps I am mistaken?”

Tillman drew up his small stature as tall as it would go, and said primly, “A family member by marriage, Miss—as you know very well.”

Thea snorted. “Well, you can consider him a member of the family if you wish, but I do not.” Crossing swiftly to the stairs, she said over her shoulder, “And under no circumstances are you to let that verminous creature into my house—not even if Edwina is with him!”

“Miss! Never say you would deny your own sister entrance to your home?” he gasped.

“Half sister,” Thea said as she strode up the stairs. “And I didn’t say the door was barred against her—only her husband.”

Reaching her suite of rooms, Thea tossed the gloves on her dressing table and sent her saucy crimson hat sailing across the room, where it landed on her bed, Seating herself with more haste than grace in a nearby chair, she ripped open the envelope and read the contents.


It was more of the same—another request, a demand really, for money. The sheer effrontery of her sister’s husband amazed her. Having depleted a fortune of his own in four years of marriage, he had managed to make great inroads into Edwina’s fortune, too.

It gave Thea no pleasure to admit that she had recognized Alfred Hirst as a fortune hunter from the first day that she had met him almost six years ago. None of her warnings, however, could dissuade Edwina, then eighteen, from marrying him. Thea had pleaded with her younger half sister not to marry Hirst, to wait until she was older, but Edwina, starry-eyed and madly in love with the handsome, sophisticated Hirst, would not listen. Thea saw goblins where there were none, Edwina had replied airily. Not all handsome older men were cut from the same cloth as Lord Randall. Thea was just jealous! And she always had been, Edwina averred, because Mama had married Papa and had left her and Tom to be raised by the Garretts.

Thea had been three years old when her father had died. She had been too young to have many memories of him and most of her ideas about her father had come from the reflections of others. Her mother’s marriage to Mr. Northrop a year later and Edwina’s birth a year after that, when Thea had been five, might have aroused resentment in someone else at the happy little family group the Northrops represented, but not Thea. She had been an amiable child and tended to accept without question the actions of adults. Besides which she had been fascinated by her new baby sister, and almost from the moment she had laid eyes on the blue-eyed cherubic baby, she had been filled with a feeling of protectiveness. Her mother had encouraged that feeling, wanting a bond between her two daughters, and Thea’s 
devotion to Edwina had grown rather than dissipated throughout the years. She had never once been jealous of her younger half sister or resented the fact that her mother had made the choice to leave her and Tom with their aunt and uncle. She adored her aunt and uncle and had scant affection for her mother’s second husband.

Northrop, a bachelor of long standing, had made it clear right from the beginning that he would not tolerate another man’s children constantly underfoot. Tom and Thea, already settled with their aunt and uncle, had viewed Mr. Northrop with aversion—which Mr. Northrop returned in full measure. Even a simpleton could see that the situation was going to be intolerable. Consequently, after much soul-searching and many tears, the new Mrs. Northrop had agreed for Tom and Thea to stay at Garrett Manor and be raised by their father’s younger brother and his wife. Mrs. Northrop was not a heartless woman, merely a practical one.

Tom and Thea had not had much contact with Edwina until after Northrop had died and it was discovered that he was deeply in debt. Desperately poor, Mrs. Northrop, along with eleven-year-old Edwina, had had no choice but to accept the generous offer of her former in-laws to return to live at Garrett Manor. Mrs. Northrop was fortunate the Garretts were so kind—the only thing left was a tidy little trust fund for Edwina, to be dispersed when she married or reached the age of twenty-one.

It had been an awkward melding of families, and it had made Thea feel even more responsible for her younger sister.

After Tom’s death and the resulting scandal, the two sisters were very close. It was only when Edwina grew older and realized the difference between her fortune and Thea’s 
great one that her feelings began to change. It was during Edwina’s London season, the year after Mrs. Northrop had died, that she began to actively resent her older half sister. Her dreams of taking London by storm unfulfilled, Edwina was convinced that it was the old scandal, Thea’s reputation, that kept her from having the choice of grand suitors and being the belle of the ball. When Hirst began to court Edwina, Thea’s sincere but misguided attempts to throw the rub in the way of his suit had only made Edwina more determined to marry him, and a growing chasm had developed between the half sisters. Thea had longed for her mother’s calm, good sense in dealing with Edwina and mourned her passing.

At the time of Mrs. Northrop’s death, Edwina and Thea and their mother had been living at the Dower House on the Garrett estate. Thea had been happy at the Dower House, and if it had not been for her mother’s death, she might still be living there today. But when Mrs. Northrop had died, the family had been adamant that it was unthinkable for her and Edwina, then only seventeen, to live alone, with no older person to guide them. Thea had protested, insisting that at twenty-two she was perfectly capable of running her own household, but Lord Garrett would not be swayed. A distant cousin had been pressed into service to live with the two young women.

Miss Modesty Bradford, possessing a small independence of her own, had been living happily in London when Lord Garrett had approached her, and though she thoroughly enjoyed Thea and Edwina and tried to adjust to the quieter pace of life, she had disliked the country. A brisk, tall, lean woman of forty-two, after enduring nearly nine months of bucolic boredom, Modesty wasted little time in convincing 
Thea that she could not, and should not, bury herself in the country forever. There was a whole world out there for her to see, and London was just the start. Thea resisted, but Modesty craftily put forth the one argument she could not withstand; there was Edwina to think of—before her mother’s death, a London season had been planned for her when she turned eighteen. Was Thea going to deny her sister her moment of glory? Deny Edwina the chance to make a good, if not spectacular, match?

Thea capitulated. Move to London they must. And while Lord Garrett was perfectly happy for them to stay at the Garrett town house in London, Thea discovered that she wanted a place of her own, and since she had the fortune to do as she pleased, there was no gainsaying her. A year to the day after Mrs. Northrop’s death, with Lord Garrett’s approval, Thea had purchased the town house on Grosvenor Square, and she and Modesty and Edwina had moved in. Their year of mourning finished, Modesty and Thea immediately began to plan for Edwina’s debut to society that spring.

Setting aside the letter from Hirst and thinking back on Edwina’s first forays into society four years ago, Thea grimaced. It had been heady, painful, exhilarating, infuriating, exciting, and humiliating—for Thea. All the old scandal had been revived, and the whispers whenever she appeared in public nearly drove her back to the country. It had been Modesty, a glint in her fierce dark eyes, who had kept Thea’s chin up and spine straight. Looking at her younger cousin after a particularly distressing outing, she had asked sharply, “Are you going to let a group of people you don’t know, a group of people who don’t know you, drive you from town with your tail between your legs? I thought you had more spirit, gel! They have no power over you—only you can 
allow them to make you miserable. What difference does it make that Lady Bowden looked down that long, skinny nose of hers at you? Or that Mrs. Rowland hustled that dreadful daughter of hers away from you at the party as if you had the plague? Are you going to let them rule your life?” Shaking a finger under Thea’s nose, she had gone on sternly, “You have friends, titled friends, and a widespread family who will stand by you. Why should you care what petty-minded people think? The only wrong you did was to be young and foolish and to be bewitched by a blackguard and scoundrel. Wrong was done you, not the other way around.”

Her eyes bright with tears, Thea had stared at Modesty’s plain features. “I killed Tom,” she had muttered.

“No! You did not kill Tom. Randall killed Tom.” Modesty had given her a not unkindly shake. “And it is for Tom that you must not let all those old tabbies and cats send you running for cover. For Tom you must stand up and face ’em.” Modesty had grinned at her. “As my father used to say, ‘give ’em hell, gel’!”

With Modesty’s backing, Thea had done just that, after a time, taking pride and delight in staring down the stiff-rumped old matrons and their equally disdainful daughters. It had not been easy, but for the past several years she had learned to carry her head high and ignore the gossip that swirled in her wake.

But if Thea had been able, for the most part, to ignore the whispers and sly looks, Edwina had not. Young, spoiled, and pampered, Edwina had been convinced that with her sweetly angelic looks, butter yellow curls, and sapphire blue eyes she would be much sought after and it would be only a short time before she was engaged to a wealthy member of the peerage. But she had suffered a distinct shock when it 
became apparent that, while happy to dance and flirt with her, no gentleman of high degree or great fortune was eager to align himself with the sister of Thea Garrett—even a half sister. And, of course, there was the matter of Edwina’s fortune—it was not large. It was true that a fortune and family connections such as Thea possessed might have made some impecunious lord look the other way, but Edwina’s portion was nothing so very magnificent, and she had no powerful connections—except through Thea.

When Alfred Hirst, so very sophisticated and a member of the Prince of Wales’s set, had appeared on the scene and shown a definite interest, Edwina had been overjoyed. Hirst was well connected with a tidy fortune and, to hear him talk, he was a great friend of Prinny’s. With visions of rubbing shoulders with royalty circling in her brain, Edwina had been convinced that he was the man she had been waiting for her entire life.

Thea was less than convinced. The fact that Hirst was thirty-five years old and a member of the Prince of Wales’s rackety entourage did not recommend him to her. Prinny’s friends were not always known for their respectability, and there was much gossip about his wild and raffish companions. Discreet inquiry by Thea revealed the fact that Hirst was badly in debt and was known to be hanging out for a rich wife.

Edwina would hear none of it, and she and Hirst had made a runaway match of it. With the deed done and painful memories of her own aborted elopement in the back of her mind, Thea tried to put a good face on it. But she had said too much in trying desperately to dissuade Edwina from marrying Hirst for the situation to be easy between them.

Thea picked up the letter from Hirst and reread it, 
sighing. She supposed she would have to meet him tonight and see what sort of new scheme he had now concocted to wheedle more money out of her. It wasn’t, she thought as she stood up and began to undress, as if she had not already saved Hirst and Edwina from financial embarrassment. Not six months ago, she had paid off their debts for the third time in eighteen months. At that time, she had again made the offer to settle them in a nice little place in the country, with a small income, but had had her generosity thrown back in her face.

“Very well,” she had said, “since you won’t leave London, I’m afraid that I must say some harsh words.” She had looked at her sister, her heart aching. “This is the third time that I have paid off your debts, mainly your husband’s gambling debts, and deposited a sizable sum in the bank for you. I cannot continue to do so—especially if you make no effort to change your ways.”

“Will not, you mean!” Edwina had said, her blue eyes glittering with temper. “I don’t see why you have to be so selfish—you have plenty of money; you don’t need it all. Alfred can’t help it if the cards have been unlucky for him of late. It wouldn’t hurt you in the least to share your fortune with me. Mother would want you to—you know she would.”

“Edwina is right,” Alfred had inserted, his darkly handsome face full of mockery. “I am sure Mrs. Northrop would be appalled to discover that you are not willing to help your sister in her time of need.”

Thea had smiled sweetly at him. “I am perfectly happy to help Edwina . . . it is you that I object to helping. And since you are her husband and have control over her finances, and will proceed to gamble away any money I give her, I have no choice but to deny her.” She had looked at Edwina. “And 
I will. Believe me. This is the last time. I will not pay his gaming debts again.”
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