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TONY WALKED UP TO HER, A SARDONIC SMILE ON HIS FACE . . .



“Do you know, sweetheart, that there are times when I wonder if your undeniable charms are worth putting up with that waspish tongue of yours?”



“You could always change the terms of our bargain,” Arabella suggested demurely. “I shall be happy to oblige you.”



“No,” Tony said flatly. “The bargain stays.” And catching her off guard, he pulled her into his arms. His mouth found hers, and there was nothing gentle or teasing about the kiss he gave her this time. The kiss was hungry and demanding, a man’s kiss for a woman he desired, a woman he intended to have.



Arabella could not fight him. In the secret places of her heart, she did not want to fight him. Her entire body rejoiced in the plundering kiss. . . .
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“I have always loved her novels . . . intricately woven, deeply romantic, and spellbinding.”




—Rosemary Rogers




“One of the best romantic writers of our time.”





—Affaire de Coeur
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                To John Westlund, the original family storyteller and legendary
                    jokester. And to Rachel, his charming wife and a long-suffering victim of some
                    of his more imaginative pranks, such as the April Fool’s diamond brooch.
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Chapter One
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“Y ou did what?” exclaimed Arabella Montgomery, her voice a mixture of horror and incredulity.


Across the brief distance that separated them, her younger half brother Jeremy would not meet her eyes as he muttered, “I gambled away the plantation. Everything. We have nothing left.”

As Arabella stared at him transfixed, he sank down into a chair near her desk and buried his blond head in his hands. “Dear God, Bella, we are ruined! What am I to do?”

Telling herself not to let blind panic seep in, Arabella took a deep breath. This particularly lovely April morning, she had been seated behind the desk in the small room she used as an office, humming happily to herself and looking for a recipe for making rose water. The mundane tranquillity shattered by Jeremy’s announcement, she carefully laid aside the scrap of paper she held in her hand, and in a surprisingly calm voice said, “Tell me what happened.”


“I don’t really know,” Jeremy replied despairingly. “I was too drunk.”

With an effort Arabella bit back the angry recriminations that sprang to her tongue. Now, she reminded herself grimly, was not the time to take him to task. She would see to that once the current crisis was past!

Suppressing a sigh, she stared at his bent head, not really seeing him as her thoughts turned to all the other crises they’d faced in the past few years. The sudden death of their father, William, just barely two years ago had been by far the hardest to bear and overcome—there were still days that she longed painfully for his calm, steady guidance and affection.

Besides Arabella, his eldest child and the only issue of his first marriage, at the time of his death, William had left behind five minor children and a widow—his second marriage over twenty years ago, to the young Miss Mary Kingsley, having proven to be quite fruitful. Arabella had been ten years old when William married his second wife and after an initial stiffness between the two females, she and Mary had become increasingly fond of each other. As for her half siblings, Arabella simply loved all of them.

In addition to the now twenty-one-year-old Jeremy, there was seventeen-year-old Sara, a budding blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty, who already had the young gentlemen falling over their feet in their haste to become part of her court. Fourteen-year-old Jane, her hair still in long braids, thought that Sara was too puffed up with herself and could not understand what all the fuss was about. Nine-year-old George and seven-year-old John were still too young to be more than a pair of limpid-eyed mischievous little imps whose antics left Arabella uncertain upon occasion whether to smack their bottoms or laugh aloud—laughter won more often than not.

There were times, however, when she wondered what life would be like if her father had never remarried and there was only herself to worry about. She made a face, attractively wrinkling her saucy nose. She would probably go mad from boredom within a week.

William’s tragic death falling from his horse had only been one more crisis for the family to bear—although, by far, it had been the most painful and hardest to overcome. For many in the Natchez area, the years from 1789 to 1796 had been difficult, anxious ones, the tobacco depression reducing most planters to near ruin—including the Montgomery family. Only the invention of Eli Whitney’s saw gin in 1795, the year William had died, had given them a glimmer of hope. The following year, nearly everyone with any sense had planted cotton, and for the first time in years, the planters felt that they had a future.

Arabella smiled sadly. She wished her father had lived long enough to see the near-miraculous profits of his five far-flung plantations last year. But having overcome one hurdle, another loomed—one that not only touched the Montgomery family but encompassed the whole Mississippi Territory.

For as long as Arabella could remember, Natchez and the surrounding lands had belonged to the Spanish, and while she and her family were English, as were many of the other inhabitants in the area, they had lived well and prospered under the rule of the Dons. But that was to change. Last year all the lands east of the Mississippi River and above the thirty-first parallel claimed by Spain, which included Natchez, had been transferred to the control of the young United States. The entire territory was currently a hotbed of intrigue. Despite the treaty, Spain was showing a strong reluctance to turn the land over to the Americans. The Americans were grimly persisting in their efforts to oust the stubborn Spaniards, and rumors of an English invasion from Canada had lately been sweeping through the district.

It was an unsettling time. There had already been riots, and amongst some of the rougher element of the town there was loud talk of attacking the Spaniards. Intrigue and plots were everywhere—Arabella was never certain when she woke in the morning if she would find herself and her family in the midst of a war, or if they were to be greeted by another day of surface placidity. And now this, she mused uneasily, her gaze sharpening as her thoughts turned once again to the present.

“Whom were you gambling with, Jeremy?” she asked quietly. “I cannot think of any of your friends who would allow you to play for such high stakes.”

Unhappily his blue eyes met hers. “It wasn’t a friend; it was Daniel Leyton.”

Arabella’s breath caught sharply. “Daniel Leyton! Oh, Jeremy, how could you? You know that he is the most unscrupulous gamester in Natchez. You should have known that the only reason he would play with a stripling like you was because he knew you were easily duped! What were you thinking?”

As soon as the words left her lips, she bit back further recriminations, cursing her unwise tongue. Having turned twenty-one only three months previously and having come into control of his inheritance at that time, Jeremy was painfully conscious of his youth, and he tried to compensate for that fact by attempting to act far more adult and mature than he was. Behind his back, Arabella and Mary smiled fondly at his posturing. Arabella rested assured that, since he generally had a good head on his shoulders, he would soon enough become less sensitive about the issue and return to his easygoing self. But chastising him and pointing out his youth just then were the worst things she could have done.

Jeremy stiffened, and resentment was obvious in his expression. “Thank you very much! I come to you for help with the disaster we are facing, and all you can do is criticize me.” But his resentment did not last, and, sounding very young, he muttered, “Oh, Bella, do not scold. I know I was a fool. What are we going to do?”

“Well, I suspect that the first thing we need to do is get our property back,” Arabella returned coolly—far more coolly than she felt.

“Can that be done?” Jeremy asked with a frown. “A gentleman does not go back on his word, and I would never fail to pay my debts. I signed the vowels.” He grimaced. “At least I think I did. It was all very hazy to me.”

Arabella rather thought that it would be. Jeremy was not prone to drink, and Daniel Leyton and his cronies were known for their hard drinking and less-than-fair play. Jeremy was just one of many young men who had come to grief at Leyton’s hands. Only last year a neighbor’s son had shot and killed himself over his gambling debts—gaming debts owed to Leyton. Her soft mouth tightened. That was not going to happen to Jeremy, Arabella swore fiercely to herself. They were going to get back those vowels if she had to steal them back!

A little appalled at her own thoughts, she looked at her brother and decided there was no reason to involve him in whatever she finally decided to do. She asked simply, “Do you want to tell me all about it?”

Jeremy nodded. His eyes everywhere but on hers, he began, “Uh, we started in, uh, a little place on, uh, Silver Street.”

“Silver Street, Jeremy?”

He nodded again, a flush on his cheeks.

Wisely Arabella made no comment about his presence in the notorious area known as Natchez-under-the-hill. Its reputation was legendary up and down the Mississippi River, and the stories of knifings and killings, eager whores, free-flowing drink, and cutthroat gambling were more understated than not.

“Did you go there by yourself?” she inquired. Silver Street was not a place that she thought Jeremy would gravitate to on his own. He was, in his way, a rather innocent young man and much preferred his horses and hunting to drink and loose women. In fact, she had seldom known him to partake of much more than a glass of hock before dinner. And as for women—he still blushed when addressed by the sisters of his friends.

Jeremy tugged at his neatly tied stock. “The first night there were several of us—Tom Denning, James Gayle, John Roache, and Edward Crocker,” he said, naming his usual quartet of friends. Arabella knew them all—every one of them a nice young man about Jeremy’s age and station. She could not picture any of them leading him into the kind of situation in which he had apparently found himself.

When Arabella said nothing and merely regarded him with a slightly raised brow, he added with obvious reluctance, “And, uh, Vincent Walcott.”

“Ah,” Arabella said softly, much suddenly becoming clear. Vincent Walcott was as nasty a piece of goods as it had been her misfortune to meet; but as is often the case with impressionable young men, Jeremy and his friends thought him to be a model of sophistication. Older than Jeremy and his cronies by nearly a decade, he was closer to Arabella’s age than Jeremy’s. He was a handsome man, tall and urbane, and came from a respected family, but his predilection for scandal and unsavory pursuits had made him somewhat of an outcast amongst the more staid planters and their families. Which, of course, coupled with his easy charm, elegant dress, and fine eye for beautiful women and horses, made him quite alluring to the younger set.

Vincent’s family had quietly disowned him years ago. These days he managed to live on a small inheritance from a great-aunt, supplementing it by methods that were not discussed in polite circles. Winnowing young fools into Leyton’s net was only one of the ways that Vincent managed to maintain a facade of wealth. Jeremy was not the only green youngster Walcott and Leyton had befriended, fawned upon, then ruthlessly ruined.

“What do you mean by that?” Jeremy demanded defensively. When Arabella looked innocent, he said, “You know what I mean—that ‘ah,’ you just gave.”


Arabella shrugged her delicate shoulders. “Only that Vincent’s addition to your party explains a great deal.”

His defensiveness fading as quickly as it had come, he sighed, and said morosely, “I’ve made a fool of myself, haven’t I? And ruined us in the bargain.”

“We are not precisely ruined and although your losses will certainly hurt us, the family does have a few other assets. You were reckless, but you’ve done nothing that half your friends wouldn’t have done in the same situation,” Arabella said gently. “You were flattered and excited by the attention that a pair of older, worldly men paid you, and they took blatant advantage of that fact. You are not to blame.”

“But I am,” Jeremy said miserably. “I knew that Vincent was friends with Leyton, and everyone knows his reputation. And I knew that I should not have gone back the next night. Tom and Edward tried to dissuade me, but Vincent . . .”

“But Vincent mocked their efforts and made them look young and foolish, and so you went.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what happened!” Jeremy replied, much impressed by his sister’s quick grasp. “I thought I was being singled out by Walcott and Leyton because I was so much more sophisticated than my friends. I was quite puffed up with myself, believing that I was so much more mature,” he said with loathing. “I realized late yesterday—when the enormity of what I had done became clear—and my head had stopped aching—that they had only befriended me to take advantage of me. And fool that I was, I let them.”

Arabella frowned. “This did not happen at one sitting? But several?”


Jeremy gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, yes, indeed—I’ve been gambling with them off and on for nearly a month. I can see now that they played me skillfully. Teasing me, letting me win occasionally, letting me think that I was this incredibly lucky gambler as they baited their hook and lured me to strike. It wasn’t until Sunday night—or rather the early-morning hours of yesterday, that they set the hook and landed me.” He shook his head. “I should have known better, but I was caught up in the excitement of it all. We were drinking and we played for hours and hours—I lost all idea of the time—and how deeply I was plunging. On the last hand, I pledged everything on the turn of a card, encouraged by the pair of them to believe that I could win back all that I had lost that night—and other nights.” Dully, he added, “Instead I lost everything, Bella. Everything.” His voice muffled, he hung his head again and said, “Finally realizing what I had done, I lay awake all last night bracing myself to tell you and wondering if it wouldn’t be easier just to kill myself.”

“Well, that would have been silly in the extreme—and cowardly. It was very adult of you to decide to accept your responsibilities,” Bella said carefully, trying to assess just how serious he was about the latter half of his statement. Leaning forward, she said urgently, “Jeremy, we need you now more than ever. You are the head of the family and do not forget that your mother and brothers and sisters look to you for guidance. They would be devastated if anything were to happen to you. They need you, Jeremy.”

He looked up smiling faintly, and the hard knot of fear in her breast eased. “You are the one everyone looks to when there is a problem, and you know it,” he said mildly, “so don’t try to bamboozle me, my girl.”

She grinned at him, her cat-slanted eyes crinkling at the corners, golden lights dancing in their sherry-colored depths. “Now who is bamboozling whom, my good young man?”

A crack of laughter came from Jeremy. “Oh, Bella! What would I do without you? I was certain my life was over, and now you have me laughing.” He sobered immediately, and asked, “But what are we going to do?”

“I’ve already told you—we’ll get the vowels back . . . some way.” When Jeremy started to argue, she said quickly, “And if the worst happens and we do not, we shall not be as bad off as you think. If you will recall, I have my mother’s fortune and the plantations left to me by my grandfather. Fortunately,” she said dryly, “those you could not pledge because they do not belong to you. We may have to practice a few unpleasant economies, and, of course, Greenleigh is not as grand or as lovely as Highview, but we shall survive. We shall not be destitute.”

Relief flooded Jeremy’s face, and he stood up and took a few steps around the small room. Looking back at Bella, he said, “I had forgotten about Greenleigh—it is rather small, but it would do. And I should have known that you would find a way to save Mother and the children. They were my first concern.” His young face hardened. “As for me, you do not have to fear that I shall expect you to see to my welfare. I shall find some way to support myself and then, even if it takes me my whole life, I shall repay you whatever it costs to take care of the family.” He straightened his shoulders. “It is my fault that we are brought to this point, and I shall do my best to see that the others do not suffer unduly from my mistakes—I swear it to you, Bella!”

He looked very young and proud as he stood before her, and Bella’s throat suddenly closed up with emotion. Keeping her voice as even as she could, she said, “Admirable sentiments—and I would not have expected any less from you, but for the time being let us keep this matter between us. I do not want your mother and the others upset until it is absolutely necessary.”

Jeremy looked puzzled. “But Bella, there is no other solution. Do you not understand? I lost Highview and all the land I inherited from Father.” He dropped his gaze and admitted painfully, “Even the lands and monies held in trust for the others—I have ruined their lives as well. We shall have to leave—although I am certain that even Leyton will give us a few weeks to depart the premises. Mother must be told.”

Bella rose to her feet and came around the end of her desk. Grasping Jeremy’s arm, she guided him to the door. “Ah, yes, but she does not have to be told today, does she? Let us not worry her until we have no choice. We do not want her upset and anxious until we have everything worked out. You and I shall think on our problem for a few more days, and once we know precisely where we stand, we shall explain it all to her. Don’t you think that would be wise?”

Jeremy stared down at her, a little frown creasing his forehead. “What are you planning, Bella?” he asked suspiciously. “Moving to Greenleigh is our only option. We have no choice. Mother should be informed as soon as possible about our change of circumstances. There is much to be done to move a household of this size.”

“Yes, yes, I quite agree,” Bella said soothingly, patting his arm lightly, “but I still think it would be wise if we waited a few days before disrupting the entire household.” She smiled conspiratorially at him. “You know how your mother worries. Wouldn’t it be better if Greenleigh were all prepared for her and the children before we told her? Greenleigh has sat empty these past years, except for the Tidmores, who keep the house up. There is much to be done before the house is ready for us. Wouldn’t it be wiser to wait . . . just a little while?”

Half-convinced, but still not entirely won over, Jeremy regarded her narrowly. Of all the siblings, despite the eleven years that separated them, he and Bella were the closest. He knew her well, and there was something about her manner that made him wonder just what she was up to. Aware that she would tell him nothing until she was ready and that her arguments had some merit, he reluctantly gave in. “Very well,” he said. “We shall wait—but only until Thursday morning.”

Arabella considered pressing for more time, but hastily discarded the idea. She knew that stubborn look on his face, and, if pushed further, Jeremy was likely to stalk from the room and blurt out everything to his mother. In the meantime, she needed to distract him and keep him busy—too busy to pay attention to her activities. A plan was forming in her mind, and she smiled sunnily up at him. “Very well, Thursday morning it shall be. Meanwhile, why don’t you ride over to Greenleigh and assess what needs to be done?” As if the idea were spontaneous, she added, “It might be a good idea if you stayed the night there, so that time will not be wasted riding back and forth between the plantations.” Something occurred to her. “You lost the plantations, but what about the slaves and other personal possessions? Did you pledge them, too?”

Jeremy grimaced. “I think so. I don’t really know—you have to remember, I was very drunk.”

If Jeremy had indeed pledged the plantation slaves, their loss would almost be worse than the loss of Highview. Without the slaves, they would not be able to work the remaining lands, and her fortune, while considerable, could only be stretched so far. It would be completely depleted if she had to spend it on replacing slaves, as well as using it to support Mary and the children.

She took a deep breath. It didn’t really matter she reminded herself grimly. She had every intention of getting Jeremy’s vowels back. Forcing a smile, she said, “Well, let us hope that it is only your plantations that have been lost. Now, why don’t you get ready to go to Greenleigh? If you hurry, you will be there in less than an hour. I shall tell your mother that you are doing me a favor by seeing how the house and lands are faring.”

His hand on the door, Jeremy halted and looked back at her. The sun shining through the window behind her turned her bright red hair to fire and bathed her in a golden glow. With her small stature and lively, fey features, she looked, he thought fondly, almost like a little fairy princess standing there. Despite approaching her thirty-second year, she did not look much older than Sara did—much, he knew, to her chagrin. This morning she had certainly been his fairy godmother, he admitted gratefully. Without her he probably would have put a period to his existence. Still, he didn’t quite trust her. When Arabella got something in her mind, there was no swaying her, and he could not help thinking that she had something planned he would not like. He knew very well that he was being sent to Greenleigh to get him out of the way, and it made him uneasy.

A little frown creasing his brow, Jeremy said, “I may have been duped, but I did lose Highview to Leyton. There is nothing that can undo my foolish actions—and I do not want you doing anything that might be equally foolish.”

Arabella opened her eyes very wide, and, looking as innocent as she knew how—which was very innocent indeed—she murmured, “Why Jeremy, how you do run on. Of course, I will not do anything foolish.”

Her reply did not satisfy him, but he knew it was all he was going to get from her. “Very well, I shall have a horse saddled and leave for Greenleigh. I will be back either tomorrow night or Thursday morning—and we will tell Mother then. Correct?”

“Of course. We agreed.”

After sending her one last searching glance, he finally left, shutting the door quietly behind him.

Alone once more, Arabella began to pace the small room, her small face scrunched up into a fierce scowl. Thursday morning did not give her much time, but she was sworn to have Jeremy’s vowels back by then, and by Gad, she would!

She waited impatiently until she knew that Jeremy had well and truly departed for Greenleigh. Then she called for her cart to be readied, not fifteen minutes behind Jeremy, and drove in the opposite direction, to Natchez. Once in town, she went quickly to the family attorney and, without explanation, despite his grave misgivings, retrieved the documents she wanted from his safe. Placing them carefully in the small portfolio she had brought with her for that purpose, she turned to face Mr. Haight. Flashing him an impish smile, she said, “You are not to worry. I know precisely what I am doing.”

Mr. Haight, bald and bespectacled, regarded her soberly. He had known the family since they had arrived from England nearly fifteen years previously and had considered William Montgomery a personal friend. “I hope you do,” he said, his brown eyes concerned. “I have heard some disturbing rumors recently about young Jeremy’s doings. I trust you are not going to ruin yourself while trying to save him from the folly of his ways.”

Arabella opened her eyes very wide. “Why, Mr. Haight, whatever do you mean?”

He snorted. “And don’t try that innocent look on me, miss!”

Arabella laughed, a seductively throaty sound, so at odds with her puckish features. “Very well then, I won’t. Good day to you, sir, and my best to your wife.”

Thoughtfully, Mr. Haight watched her drive away in her jaunty dark green and yellow cart pulled by a gleaming black mare. What that little minx needed was a husband. A strong-willed husband who would not be distracted by those laughing eyes or become helplessly twined around one of her slender, dainty fingers.

It was a shame that young lieutenant of hers had been killed back in ’87, when she had been only twenty-one. As he recalled, they had planned to marry that fall. Lieutenant Stockdale had seemed a nice young man when he had come to visit at Highview in the summer of 1786. Damned shame, Mr. Haight thought again. Instead of gallivanting about and risking her own fortune for that silly young fool, Jeremy, she would by now, no doubt, be surrounded by her own brood of children.

His gaze still on Arabella’s disappearing cart, he frowned. Of course that business five years earlier with Tony Daggett would never have done. It had been bloody bad luck that Dagget had returned from London just as she finally put aside her grieving for her dead fiancé. Dagget was a libertine of the worst sort, with two dead wives to his credit, wives that most people believed he had murdered. Haight could understand William Montgomery’s vigorous objections to the match. Fortune and family aside, Mr. Haight certainly would not have wanted a daughter of his to marry Tony Daggett. It was a dashed good thing that Arabella had for once shown some sense and followed her father’s dictates.

Arabella’s cart completely disappeared from sight, and, with a shake of his head, Mr. Haight turned to go back inside his office. He’d said it once and he’d say again—that little baggage needed a husband!

Smiling to herself, Arabella tooled happily down the dirt track leading away from Natchez, having a fair idea of Mr. Haight’s thoughts. Nearly everyone was convinced that she should marry. Even her stepmother bewailed the fact that Arabella was approaching thirty-two and still unmarried. And just then, it was a good thing, Arabella thought to herself, that she wasn’t married. No husband would allow her to do what she had every intention of doing!




 



Chapter Two
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D aniel Leyton’s plantation, Oakmont, lay about ten miles from Natchez, and the afternoon was growing sultry by the time Arabella turned her mare onto the winding track that led to the main house. The badly rutted road meandered about a mile through small patches of woodland and green cotton fields before ending in a circular driveway in front of an imposing house with wide, shady verandas surrounding it.


Pulling her mare to a stop in front of the house, Arabella noted that she was not the only person to call that afternoon. A rakish scarlet-and-gold curricle hitched to a pair of restive grays was already standing on the far side of the circular drive. She did not recognize the vehicle, and its presence disheartened her. Leyton would be less inclined to see her if he was entertaining guests. Well, guests or not, she would just have to make certain that he did see her, she thought firmly. Jeremy had not left her much time in which to maneuver.

At the sound of her vehicle a pair of round-faced black boys came running from around the corner of the house. Tossing the reins to one of them, Arabella alighted and left the cart in their care.

Not giving herself a chance to consider the wisdom of what she was doing, portfolio and reticule in one hand, the hem of her pale yellow muslin skirts in the other, she quickly ascended the broad steps. She had barely crossed the wide front veranda and rapped smartly on the door when it swung open.

Brushing artlessly past the startled butler, she said brightly, “Will you tell Mr. Leyton that Miss Montgomery has come to call?”

“I’m sorry, Miss Montgomery, but Mr. Leyton is not receiving visitors this afternoon.” The butler, a grizzled-haired black man in worn blue breeches and white shirt, waited patiently in the open doorway for Arabella to leave.

“Very well, then,” she said amiably. “I shall wait here until he is seeing visitors.” And she proceeded to cross the hall and seat herself on one of the delicate satinwood chairs along the east wall of the lofty entry hall. Smiling sweetly at the wide-eyed butler, she murmured, “Never mind me—you just go about your business. I shall be fine right here until Mr. Leyton is agreeable to seeing me.”

“But miss, you can’t—”

Arabella flicked a brow. “I certainly can. And I certainly shall. You may tell Mr. Leyton that I have no intention of leaving the premises until he sees me. Now run along and tell him that I am here.”

He hesitated, eyeing her uneasily. She smiled sunnily back at him. Shaking his head, he finally ambled off down the hall and disappeared.

While she waited, Arabella glanced about her. The once-fine hall was almost shabby. The cream silk-hung walls were faded and worn, and there were paler marks on the fabric where pictures or other decorations had probably hung. Her eyes fell upon the green-and-cream marble-tiled floor, noting the grime and dust that clouded its beauty, and a look upward revealed an equally dirty chandelier, a plain pewter affair that looked oddly out of place. The entire room was clearly neglected and in need of, if nothing else, a thorough cleaning. Perhaps, she thought slowly, Leyton’s finances were far worse than anyone realized.

Her heart sank. Her task was going to be difficult enough, but if Leyton was desperate for money, it was highly unlikely that she was going to be able to convince him to release Jeremy’s vowels—even with the offer of Greenleigh and her own lands to make it more palatable.

Hearing the sounds of returning footsteps, she sat up straighter and forced a serene smile onto her face. As the butler motioned for her to follow him, she rose to her feet and sedately followed him toward the back of the house. So far, so good, she told herself.

Walking behind the butler, Arabella discovered that the signs of neglect that she had first noticed in the hall were everywhere. Traversing a long, wide hallway that ran the entire length of the house, she was greeted, as they passed by, with glimpses of echoing, empty rooms, or rooms ghostly with dust-covered furniture. It seemed that Leyton had abandoned most of the house and only lived in a few rooms at the rear.

Stopping, the butler threw open a handsome paneled door, and announced glumly, “Miss Montgomery to see you, master.”

Arabella took a deep breath and, like a small frigate armed for battle, canvas spread, sailed forward to meet the enemy.

It was a surprisingly pleasant room in which she found herself, the walls wainscoted in oak, a fine rug in tones of russet and gold lay upon the floor. Leyton, an annoyed expression on his pale features, was seated behind a large, untidy desk at the far end of the room. Behind him was a table littered with decanters and glasses; a comfortable leather chair was situated in front of the desk. To Leyton’s left, a pair of French doors were half-open allowing the warm afternoon air to drift inside; heavy, gold damask drapery hung on either side of the doors.

Making no effort at politeness, Leyton, a compactly built man of thirty-five, remained lounging in his chair. From his manner, it was apparent that he was extremely annoyed by the interruption. Arabella snorted to herself. She couldn’t see why he should be annoyed—Jeremy was the wronged one, and it was clear from Leyton’s casual garb, white shirt opened at the throat and breeches and boots, that he wasn’t going anywhere.

Arabella had only met him once or twice. Surreptitiously, she studied his features and concluded that while not unhandsome, his predilection for drink and self-indulgence had definitely left its mark on his face, giving him a sulky look. He was also, she realized unhappily, going to be difficult.

His careless position did not change even when she finally stood in front of his desk, but a disagreeable smile did cross his face. “You’ve wasted your time, Miss Montgomery—and mine,” he said bluntly. “I assume the reason for your call is Jeremy’s vowels. I tell you right now that I cannot give you those vowels.”

“Not even if I am willing to give you the deeds to my grandfather’s home and the two other plantations that I inherited from him?” she asked quietly, as she quickly set the portfolio and her reticule upon his desk. Opening the portfolio, she laid the documents on the desk in front of him. She was not going to let his boorish manner or discouraging attitude dissuade her from plunging forward with her plan.

Leyton did not even look at the deeds or offer her a seat, but merely continued to stare at her in a decidedly unfriendly fashion. There was a tense air about him that puzzled her. She was the one who should be tense! She had not expected him to be very happy to see her, but she had thought that he would at least listen to her. Was his surly manner simply because she had compelled him to see her? Remembering the curricle outside, she wondered suddenly if his previous visitor was the cause of his decidedly unpleasant mood. And where, she mused, was his visitor?

Ignoring his lack of welcome, she causally seated herself on the other side of the desk from him, yellow muslin skirts fluttering about her ankles. So far they had not gotten off to an auspicious start, and there was an anxious knot in her stomach. Jeremy faced ruin—as did the rest of the family.

She had put a good face on in it in front of her brother, but the truth was the family would be hard-pressed to maintain any semblance of gracious living if she did not get those precious vowels back from Leyton.

The fortune she had inherited from her mother was generous, and for a single woman, was more than adequate for her needs—even the occasional extravagant splurge. But all her resources would be perilously strained to maintain even a modicum of the manner of life the Montgomery family was used to. Nor was her grandfather’s house going to easily accommodate all of them. Greenleigh, though charming and comfortable, was only half the size of Highview. It had never mattered before that she had been more of a “comfortable” heiress than a great one. She had viewed her inheritances as merely precious little pots of gold that kept her independent and able to do as she wished. And if she wished to trade her fortune and independence for Jeremy’s vowels, that was her business!

Her lips thinned as the minutes spun out and Leyton let her offer simply hang there between them. He seemed distracted, she thought curiously, his gaze flitting constantly around the room, but why? The other visitor?

She brushed the thought from her mind, growing impatient with the situation. “Well? What do you think?”

“I am a very busy man and I do not have time to discuss this matter with you right now—besides which, there is the fact that we have nothing to discuss.”


Tamping down the despair that threatened her, Arabella leaned forward, and said urgently, “Mr. Leyton, I know that I have burst in on you without warning, and for that I apologize most sincerely, but my need is desperate. It is not just Jeremy you have ruined, but my family as well. My stepmother is a widow, and she still has four minor children to care for—not an easy task. She and the children do not deserve to be thrown from their home because of a foolish act of Jeremy’s.” He appeared unmoved by her plea, his hazel eyes not meeting hers, an almost sullen cast to his lips.

There had to be some way for her to convince him to return the vowels. She took a deep breath. “I am not so green as to beg you to return the vowels simply out of the goodness of your heart,” she began earnestly, her golden brown eyes soft and pleading. “Remember, I do offer you something in exchange—not the fortune that Jeremy’s vowels would bring you, but certainly a substantial addition to your holdings. Won’t you please consider it?”

Leyton snorted, his fingers moving restlessly through the scraps of paper on his desk, halfway brushing against the deeds. “It is a bad bargain you are putting forth, Miss Montgomery.”

Disappointed but not surprised that her pleading had not moved him, Arabella immediately tried another tack. “Is it?” she asked, leaning back into the chair and affecting a careless manner. “At least you would get some recompense for your efforts. Otherwise . . .” Her voice trailed off.

His fingers stilled and his gaze narrowed. “Otherwise?”


Appearing to become extremely interested in the folds of her yellow gown, she said coolly, “Why, only that if you do not accept my offer, I shall be forced to bring action against you for the way in which you cheated my brother out of his fortune.” She crooked a brow. “I wonder how many other unwise young men you will be able to relieve of their wealth if your name is bandied all over the territory as a man who deliberately gets his victims drunk and then proceeds to ruin them?”

Leyton jerked as if she had stabbed him, and leaning forward, he spit, “If you were a man, I would run you through for what you just said! As for the other, it is Jeremy’s name, my dear young woman, that will be bandied about.” His flash of temper lessening, he warned, “Bring action against me, and it is your brother who will be shunned and disgraced for going back on his word as a gentleman and for not honoring his debts. A gentleman’s word is his bond, and if he goes back on it, it is your brother who will suffer.”

“Will he?” Arabella asked interestedly, her eyes innocent as she considered her next move. Inwardly she was quaking at her boldness. Jeremy would kill her if he ever found out what she was doing. She bit her lip, reminding herself that it had to be done—else they would all suffer the consequences. “I wonder?” she mused aloud. Shrugging her shoulders, she murmured, “Of course, you may be right, and naturally I would hate to put my family through all the scandal such an action would bring.”

She smiled benignly at him. “Fortunately, Jeremy would not be the only one to suffer. The notoriety would certainly do you no good—your reputation is already somewhat, ah, tarnished.” She tapped her lips consideringly with one gloved finger. “It will definitely be fascinating to see what does happen, don’t you agree? I suspect that the community will rally behind Jeremy and that he will garner a great deal of sympathy. You, naturally, will be painted quite a villain. Who knows, Jeremy’s action may cause others that you have duped in the past to come forth. What do you think?”

“Are you blackmailing me?” he demanded, clearly astounded at her audacity.

Arabella shook her head, the vibrant red-gold curls peeping out from around the broad-brimmed straw hat she was wearing. “Not exactly. I am offering you a bargain: Greenleigh for my brother’s vowels and our silence.”

“This is ridiculous!” he snapped, running an agitated hand through his tawny hair. “Even if I were in a position to make such a bargain, I would be mad to do so. Highview and the other lands are worth ten times what you are offering. You have come to me with a damned paltry exchange.” His face darkened, and his expression was suddenly furious and resentful. “The Montgomery slaves alone are worth a small fortune.”

Something in his words made Arabella’s heart sink. She had never considered that he would just flatly refuse her offer, and yet that was precisely what he was doing. And yet why did he seem so angry? He held the power.

Trying to understand his manner and also to give herself time to think, she glanced around the room. She saw nothing that gave her clue, just a genteelly shabby room with faded draperies that needed a good airing. Her gaze suddenly paused as she stared at the drapes hanging on the right side of the French doors. A pair of gleaming black boots was protruding from the beneath the hem of the gold fabric. Someone was hiding there, listening to them!

Her breath caught. Leyton’s visitor had not left! He had been concealed all this time behind the drapes. No wonder Leyton had been so uncomfortable—he knew someone else was privy to this unpleasant conversation.

Agitated now herself, not liking the notion of being spied upon, she stood up. There was something nasty and sinister about the odd situation that made her eager to be gone from the room. She wasn’t afraid, exactly, but she was definitely wary. Hands clenched tightly together, she forced herself to make one last plea. “Mr. Leyton, won’t you please reconsider? It is not the act of an honorable man to make an entire family suffer for the folly of one young fool. You are partially to blame for what happened; left to his own devices, you know that my brother never would have gambled for such high stakes, nor have gotten so drunk that he did not even realize what he was doing. You and Walcott deliberately set out to fleece him. And, unfortunately, Jeremy was silly enough to let you.”

Her words stung him, and Leyton sprang to his feet and fairly shouted, “Don’t you understand? I cannot return the damned vowels even if I wanted to—I do not have them any longer!”

Stunned, Arabella stared at him. “W-what do y-you mean you do n-not have them?” she finally managed to stammer.

“Because, you stupid little chit, I lost them in a card game!”

“B-but how can this be? Jeremy only pledged his vowels Monday morning. You can’t have lost them so soon.”

Leyton sank back down into his chair. Sardonically he muttered, “But I did indeed, Miss Montgomery. I was unwise enough to gamble last night with a man who possesses the devil’s own luck, and I ended up throwing Jeremy’s vowels on the table.” He smiled nastily. “You will have to make your pretty little speech to him. Perhaps he will prove more amenable. Now, for God’s sake, leave me in peace! And take your damned deeds with you.” He made an angry gesture that sent the opened portfolio, her reticule, and a cloud of paper spinning to the floor. Her reticule flew open, spilling its contents across the scattered documents.

Arabella stared at him dumbfounded, and then at the mess upon the floor. Obviously there was no dealing with him. Eager to be gone from his unpleasant presence—and the hidden listener—wordlessly she began to gather up the scattered documents, heedlessly stuffing them into the portfolio and her reticule.

Her jaw set, ready to leave, she looked at him and forced herself to ask, “Who? Who has the vowels now?”

Malice glinted in his hazel eyes. “A gentlemen you once knew very well—Tony Daggett.”

How she remained upright, she never knew. Leyton’s words hit her like a blow. Tony Daggett! If he held Jeremy’s vowels, they were well and truly ruined.


With a great effort she kept her expression fixed, though she knew her face was white with shock. “I did not realize that he had returned,” she said with what composure she could summon. “Where is he staying?”

“At Sweet Acres. Allow me,” he added with malicious enjoyment, “to give you the directions.” And began to scrawl something across a scrap of paper.

“That won’t be necessary,” she said stiffly.

“Oh, but I insist,” he said almost gaily, and thrust the paper into her nerveless hand. “Go see Daggett. I am sure that he will prove far more amenable to your offer than I ever would—even if I still possessed the vowels. After all,” he added cruelly, “you do have a history together, don’t you?”

Her back ramrod straight, she turned and walked swiftly to the door. She hurried from the house, dazed and shaken, hardly able to understand the ramifications of the calamity that had overtaken her. She had been so certain she could get the vowels back. So certain she could save the family from ruin. So certain she could convince Leyton to prove himself an honorable man that she had never considered what failure would mean. And if Tony held Jeremy’s vowels, then she had truly failed.

The room was silent for a moment once the door had closed behind Arabella’s departing form. Then Leyton sighed heavily, and said, “You can come out now. She is gone.”

A tall, slim man garbed in the height of fashion strolled out from behind the drapes. A smile on his mouth, he murmured, “Such a passionate little creature, I am surprised you were able to withstand her pleas.”


“You know very well that I had no choice,” Leyton snarled. “Daggett has the vowels.”

“Um, yes, that is so. It was very stupid of you to gamble with him last night. You know that he always wins.”

“Have done! And get on with your bloody errand. I am in no mood to be polite.”

“So I see. Very well then.” The man steepled his long slim fingers, and said, “A curious thing has occurred—someone actually tried to extort money out of me the other day.”

“Really? What have you to hide?”

His eyes watchful, the other man said slowly, “It seems a letter that I was foolish enough to write some years ago has come back to haunt me.” He looked thoughtful. “It was, I admit, silly of me not to have made certain it was destroyed, but at the time I did not think that someone would be stupid enough to keep it.” He glanced across at Leyton. “I want the letter back. It would no doubt cause me some—er—embarrassment if it were shown to a certain person. I am sure you know of whom I speak.”

Leyton looked bored. “I am afraid that you are talking Greek to me. And I fail to see why you think I should care about your problems—I have enough problems of my own.”

“Well, you see that is the odd thing about it,” the gentleman said gently. “It was unfortunate for the—er—blackmailer, but I happened to be home when the message arrived and had the good sense to immediately send my man to follow the boy who delivered it. The boy was very good in making certain that he was not followed when he left my place, but . . .” He smiled. “My man knows it is worth his very life if he fails me, and so of course, he did not.”

Leyton shrugged. “I still fail to see why you think I should be interested in this tale.”

“Ah, well you see, this is where it gets most interesting. My man followed the messenger here to your plantation.”

“And you think I had something to do with it?” Leyton demanded. “This is an outrage! Are you accusing me of trying to blackmail you? Only our long friendship prevents me from calling you out this very minute for such a statement.”

The other man continued to stare at Leyton for several seconds, then he sighed. “Very well, have it your way. I apologize. But I should tell you—I intend to have the letter back. And attempting to blackmail me could be dangerous—it could even prove fatal.”

Their eyes met and held, but it was Leyton’s gaze that fell first. Shuffling some of the papers on his desk, he said carelessly, “It is an interesting tale, but I still fail to see how it affects me. Your man was, no doubt, mistaken.”

“Unlikely, but I believe we have lingered enough on unpleasant subjects and should move on to more diverting topics.” Leaning comfortably back in the chair and crossing his legs, he murmured, “That was a most entertaining interview between you and the fair Arabella. Ah, what I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall when the sprite confronts Tony and demands those vowels back. It should be most amusing, don’t you agree?”


* * *

Arabella was never certain how she managed to get out of the house and into her cart. Instinct must have guided her because she had left the track to Oakmont behind and was driving down the main trail to Natchez before she even became aware of her surroundings. Suppressing a sob, she pulled her mare over to the side of the road and halted the cart.

Dear God! she thought painfully. Tony Daggett. Just his name still had the power to fill her with the most exquisite longing and despair—and five years had not lessened the pain of his betrayal.

Blindly, Arabella stared into the lush, green undergrowth that pressed close to the dusty trail. When Thomas Stockdale had died a decade ago from an infected wound suffered in a skirmish with Indians, she had thought she would never love again. Her life, she had been certain, was over. At barely twenty-one she had been determined to spend the rest of her days as a spinster, her heart buried in Canada with Thomas.

Thinking back on her reaction, Arabella smiled faintly. What a dramatic little twit she had been. But her feelings for Thomas had been real, and his unexpected death, only weeks before they were to wed, had devastated her.

She had loved Thomas for as long as she could remember. The Stockdales had lived next door to the Montgomerys in Surrey, England, and even her father’s decision to emigrate to the Americas in 1783 at the cessation of the American war with England had not lessened the affection between the families. All his neighbors and friends had thought her father mad for leaving the safety of England for an uncertain future in the New World. But William had been adamant—he wanted broader horizons and so, having sold all his holdings, placed his family on a ship sailing for America. The move had not broken the bond between seventeen-year-old Arabella and twenty-one-year-old Thomas. They wrote to each other incessantly, declaring their undying love and, with both sets of parents’ blessing, when Arabella turned eighteen, they had become engaged.

But while both families welcomed the engagement, the elders urged the young couple to wait until Thomas was better situated in his chosen career in the Army. Since they had weathered the previous separation, and there was a great deal of wisdom in their parents’ urgings, Arabella and Thomas had reluctantly agreed to wait to wed until she became twenty-one and came into her mother’s fortune. Neither of them ever dreamed what that delay would cost them.

Arabella’s expression softened as she thought back on the bittersweet memories of Thomas. Their love, she realized now, had been a gentle, undemanding emotion and, no doubt, if Thomas had lived they would have enjoyed a comfortable marriage. Certainly she would never have known the whirlwind passion and fierce ardor Tony Daggett had aroused within her heart.

A shudder went through her. Tony. Of all the people in the world, why did it have to be him who held Jeremy’s vowels? She would rather be confronted by a horde of painted, howling savages than face him. Her generous mouth twisted. And she would probably receive more kindness from savages than she would from Tony Daggett.


Oh, what a fool she had been over him! And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t known his reputation—everyone in Natchez did. His dead wives and scandalous behavior were the topic of conversation everywhere one went. And, of course, he couldn’t have cared less—which only infuriated everyone and made them gossip more. If anything, he baited the polite folk of Natchez with his outrageous antics—driving his horses up the steps of the governor’s residence on a wager, and engaging in a drunken shooting contest right in the middle of town.

There had been nothing gentle or comfortable about Tony Daggett, Arabella admitted with an odd little smile. He entered a room like a March wind, full of power and promise, his indigo blue eyes glittering brightly, his black hair wildly tossing, and his hard, arrogantly carved features alight with expectation.

Why his fancy had alit on her, Arabella had never known. But once he had set his sights on her, she had been lost, totally overwhelmed by him, dazzled by his handsome face and tall, lean form, just a little excited by his reputation and utterly beguiled by the way a single touch of his hand could transform her entire body into a vibrant flame.

Of course, she should have listened to everyone who warned her about him. Her father had nearly had a fit of apoplexy when it had dawned on him that his daughter was being pursued by Tony Dagget and that she was not trying very hard to escape. Even Tony’s cousin, Burgess, had tried to steer her away from certain disaster. But she had been in love, she thought disgustedly. The emotion she had felt for Thomas was a pale weak thing compared to the way Tony made her feel.


Even now, nearly five years later, she couldn’t believe that she had been so mad, so reckless, and so very, very foolish. At twenty-seven, she had been well on her chosen path to becoming a sedate spinster—much to her father’s dismay. There had been a few young men who had paid court to her in the years following Thomas’s death, but Arabella had gently repulsed their advances, determined to be true to Thomas’s memory. Until Tony Daggett.

Tony had not been the least repulsed by her aloofness, in fact, she had discovered afterward, it had been a challenge—a wager between him and his good friend, Patrick Blackburne, whose reputation was almost as notorious as Tony’s. Her eyes darkened with remembered pain.

It had been bad enough that Tony had captured her heart simply for his own amusement and to win the wager. But did he have to also declare himself wildly in love with her and beg her to marry him, knowing full well that he had no intention of ever wedding her? Had it been part of that infamous wager to seduce her? To take her innocence? To leave her nothing?

Miserably, Arabella reminded herself that it had all happened a long time ago, that it shouldn’t matter any longer. But she lied, and she knew it; there were still nights when she lay alone in her bed, her body burning for Tony’s urgent caresses, on fire to experience again the pleasure of being possessed by him. Oh, she couldn’t deny it—despite all the reasons not to, she longed most fervently to know again the heart-shaking pleasure she had discovered in his arms one, unforgettable time. She had eagerly given him her innocence, and he had thrown it away—for a wager!

Angry with herself for mooning over a man who had proven himself to be a cruel betrayer, who had chosen the most brutal way possible to reveal to her just how little she had meant to him, she picked up the reins and urged her mare forward. She would have much preferred to drive immediately to Highview and accept defeat, but she could not. She really only had one choice, painful and uncomfortable though it would be—she had to see Tony and try to get back Jeremy’s vowels.

A crackle of paper caught her attention, and she stared down at the slip of paper still clutched in her hand. She snorted. She needed no directions to Tony Daggett’s plantation. Contemptuously tossing the paper onto the cart’s floorboards, she slapped the reins and urged her mare into motion.

Though she tried to remain calm and focused on what she had to accomplish, with every mile that brought her closer to Sweet Acres, she could feel herself growing tenser and more nervous.

By the time the drive to Sweet Acres came into view, the place she had once thought to come as a bride, Arabella had herself whipped into a fine temper. You silly chit! she chastised herself angrily. You were the one who was wronged. Why should you be agitated about seeing him again? He is the one who should be uncomfortable! He is the one who wooed and seduced you for sport! And let you discover how little you meant to him by allowing you to find him in the arms of his mistress!

Thanks to Tony, she was no foolish virgin to be snared by a flashing smile and teasing indigo blue eyes, she told herself fiercely. Oh, no. She was thoroughly immune to the many charms of Tony Daggett. She knew him for what he was—a blackhearted scoundrel, and he would never take advantage of her again!




 



Chapter Three
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A s Arabella was reluctantly wending her way to Sweet Acres, Tony Daggett, his booted feet propped up carelessly on a fine mahogany table, was staring moodily at the charming expanse that greeted his eye. Until it disappeared into the tangled wood on its border, a broad, gently sloping lawn, interspersed with live oaks and magnolias, flowed almost endlessly before him. There were patches of gaily colored flowers planted here and there, and, from the open French doors of the study where he was sitting, the heady scent of roses, heliotrope, and pinks wafted to him. The handsomely appointed room was silent except for the sleepy drone of insects, but Tony found no pleasure in their song or the scent of the flowers, nor even the sight of the agreeable view before him.


Quite frankly, he was bored—and restless. Taking a long swallow of his ale, he admitted that it had been a mistake to return to Natchez. He would have been wiser to have remained in England. At least there, he wasn’t haunted by memories.

He scowled. He hadn’t been back in Natchez a fortnight, and already he had fallen into his old profligate habits—and with bad company. Last night’s gambling with Leyton and Walcott had been unwise at best and at worst . . . He shook his head, not wanting to think about the worst. Of course, he had risen from the gaming table the winner. And he had not compounded his error by ending the evening in the arms of a nameless, faceless whore as had been his wont previously. That should have given him some comfort, but did not.

The days when he had found pleasure in pitting his skill against a pair of scoundrels like Leyton and Walcott were long past. As were the nights, when he came home too drunk even to remember where he had been or what he had done—or with whom. If he came home at all. At least these nights he came home reasonably sober and slept in his own bed. Age and experience, he thought with a cynical lift to his lips, have some virtues to recommend them.

He glanced at the pile of vowels he had thrown on the table early this morning when he had returned home. He supposed at some point he should find out the extent of his winnings, but at the moment he found the task oddly distasteful. The thrill of winning, even against Leyton and Walcott, did not fill him with any joy.

In fact, Tony conceded uneasily, very little gave him joy these days. It was why he had left England and finally returned to Natchez after an absence of five years. He had hoped being back in the land of his birth and amongst his old friends would help dispel the growing feeling of dissatisfaction with his life. But so far, all it had done was increase his boredom and indifference to life in general. Why he had thought he would find a solution to his queer moodiness at Sweet Acres escaped him for the moment.

The extensive lands and grand mansion in England, inherited from his mother’s family, were certainly everything a man could want. And God knew, he had fortune enough and friends aplenty to amuse him in England. But for all his great wealth and many friends, he had been restless, and had found that places and people who had once given him enjoyment seemed oddly flat and insipid. To his surprise, Tony had recently discovered an odd longing to return to the land of his birth. Without dwelling on it, he had immediately closed up his country house, as well as the town house in London, and along with a few longtime, trusted servants, had boarded a ship sailing for America. And despite his boredom that afternoon, he couldn’t deny that he was glad to be back at Sweet Acres once again.

Tony had grown up at Sweet Acres as an only child. He could not remember either of his parents, which was no surprise, since his mother, Susan, had died birthing him. His father, Ramsey, distraught over his wife’s death, had died three months later in an accident as he rode home drunk from a night spent drowning his sorrows.

It was both fortunate and unfortunate for Tony that his father’s parents, Sidney and Alice Daggett, had mainly raised him. Fortunate, because they adored him; unfortunate, because they denied him nothing, and he grew up believing that the world revolved around his own perfect self. And since he had been blessed, or cursed, as the case may be, with strikingly attractive features and a tall, loose-limbed, athletic body to match his indigo-eyed, black-haired handsomeness, it wasn’t very surprising that he had come to expect no less than the adulation of all around him.

Worse yet, he was also heir to two great fortunes: his father’s and his mother’s. His mother, an only child herself, had been an English heiress of substantial wealth, and, as her son, Tony had inherited the fortune that had come with her when she married Ramsey. Under the terms of his maternal grandfather’s will, he would also, in good time, inherit the wealth of her father, the Baron Westbrook.

It was considered by some a piece of good luck that Tony’s father, Ramsey, had been a twin, else poor Tony would have been heir to the entire Daggett fortune—which everyone agreed would have been his ruin. Upon his grandfather’s death, since Ramsey had been the eldest son, if only by a scant five minutes, Tony had, following the English manner, inherited the majority of the Daggett fortune; half then, the other half when he reached thirty. His uncle Alfred had inherited a handsome fortune, too, but Alfred had always felt that once Ramsey had died he should have been the principle heir—not his nephew!

Fortunately for Tony’s character, before he died Lord Westbrook had come to realize just how outrageously spoiled his beloved grandson had become. Consequently, he had tried to make amends by ensuring that not all of the immense Westbrook wealth came into Tony’s careless hands at once. And Tony had been careless in those days—a reckless, spendthrift gambler in fact.

Baron Westbrook had been a shrewd old man, and, upon the baron’s death, Tony had come into a decent portion of the estate; but the bulk of it was safely beyond his reach. Of course, Tony had the use of the various homes scattered about England, but, no doubt hoping that age would bring his beloved grandson wisdom, the baron had craftily set aside the largest part of his fortune to be doled out in specific amounts as Tony reached various ages. But with his father’s fortune already at his fingertips, something the baron had known when he had made his will, lack of money had never been a problem for Tony.

Nor had women. In addition to a parade of fancy pieces, he had had two wives to his credit. His mouth twisted. Two dead wives. The first, Mercy, whose death had been accidental, although there were plenty who believed otherwise, had been his bride for only eight months before her tragic death. And the second . . . Tony’s eyes grew bleak. The second, Elizabeth, had been brutally murdered, and there existed an even larger part of the population convinced that she had died by his hand.

Tony sighed. He had married both times for a proper, if not exemplary, reason—to please his grandparents by providing the next generation. Both sets of grandparents had pleaded with him to marry and settle down, and because he loved them, he had tried to give them what they wanted—to no avail and a great deal of scandal.

His early life had been dominated by his two sets of grandparents—the Daggetts in Natchez and the Westbrooks in England. He had spent a great deal of time with the Westbrooks in England and in due course had attended school there at Eton. It didn’t help his character any that Lord and Lady Westbrook continued the ruination begun by the Daggett grandparents. The Westbrooks, with the best of intentions, encouraged his pride and smiled fondly at his youthful arrogance and recklessness, instilling within him at an early age the notion that there was nothing that he could not have—that his own way and his own pleasure came first.

Tony did have some saving graces. Along with his handsome face and lithe body, he had also inherited the Devil’s own charm and grace, a lively sense of humor, and, as time passed, the ability to laugh at his own foibles. Despite his wealth and attractiveness, there was not a conceited bone in his body. He was considered a loyal and true friend by those upon whom he bestowed his affection—something he did these days with great caution—having also learned that his fortune attracted too many “friends” whose only interest in him was his wealth.

His father’s twin, Uncle Alfred, had also been able to bring it home to Tony that the world was not his for the taking. Alfred heartily disapproved of him and said so, frequently and loudly. In his youth, Tony’s cousins, Franklin and Burgess, had done him the favor of habitually bloodying his nose. Franklin in particular had brutally taught him that he could not be cock-o’-the-walk all of the time.

Considering everything, what was surprising, as Tony had neared his majority, was the fact that he was not thoroughly despicable. Eton had helped—there was no favoritism there! And Tony was not unintelligent. As he had ventured farther and farther out from the ruinous cocoon of his doting grandparents and begun to rub shoulders with others—some who had an even higher opinion of themselves than he did—he began to realize that he was not quite the perfect being he had been led to believe and that life was not his to command.

It had been, he thought with a wry smile, something of a shock to discover that as far as most of the world was concerned, he was simply an arrogant young puppy with more hair than wit. And I was, he admitted, taking another long swallow of his ale. An arrogant, selfish, puppy. But that, he reminded himself quickly, was a very long time ago and now, at the age of thirty-eight, he was able to view some of his early antics with something approaching astonishment—and bitter regret.

Finishing his ale, Tony put the tankard down on the table and reached for the thick, black-velvet rope that hung nearby. Giving it a hard yank, he waited for a servant to appear. When his English butler, Billingsley, arrived, he waved his tankard in the air, and said, “I think I need another—you might as well fill a pitcher and bring it back with you. It will save you several trips to the cellar.”

Lyman Billingsley, thin and lean as a hickory stick and with a beaklike nose that could frighten impressionable children, gave him a long look down that same nose. They had been together nearly twenty years. Tony had hired Billingsley on a silly wager that he could pick out a felon from Newgate and make a decent servant of him. Tony had been very drunk at the time, a state he seemed to continually inhabit in those far-off days.


But it had worked out well, owing more to luck than any brilliance on the part of young Tony. Billingsley, originally a highwayman by trade, had taken a considering look at the young swell who had rescued him from certain hanging and decided that this was an opportunity too good to miss. His days of crime were behind him—well, except for the occasional gold watch or jeweled pin that had caught his eye. But in the main, he had given Tony his loyalty, and over the years had actually turned into a fairly good butler. He had not, however, ever learned to view his employer with the reverence accorded by most servants to their master, much to Tony’s relief and delight.

Picking up Tony’s empty tankard and slapping it down noisily on a tray he had brought with him, Billingsley said tartly, “Seems to me, guvnor, that you’ve been drinking a mite too much lately. And since when have you ever worried about how many steps you save me?”

Tony grinned. “Of course I’ve been drinking heavily—haven’t you learned yet? It’s what gentlemen of my class do when they have nothing else to do. And as for saving you steps . . .” His eyes gleamed. “You are getting on in age, you know.”

“Is that so? I may have twenty years on you, but I ain’t in my dotage yet!” Billingsley returned with relish. “And as for getting on in age, I ain’t the one who needs a wife and some little Daggetts to terrorize the countryside—and inherit Sweet Acres and your bloody great fortune!”

“I think you’re forgetting my cousins,” Tony said with a lazy smile, putting his hands behind his head and leaning back in his chair. “They will be only too happy to step into my shoes.”

“Indeed they would,” Billingsley replied sharply. “That stiff-rumped uncle of yours, at the snap of a finger. But do you want ’em to? That’s the question, my lad.”

Tony shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. When I am dead I’ll be beyond caring.”

Billingsley drew himself up, his brown eyes snapping. “Well, if that don’t beat the Dutch! And what about me?” he asked in scandalized accents. “What’ll ’appen to me if you cock up your toes sudden-like?”

“Ah, I see, I am to marry and beget heirs to ensure the well-being of my butler?”

“You should think about it,” Billingsley said virtuously. “And while you do, I’ll fetch another tankard of ale, but no pitcher—you’ve been drinking alone too often these days.”

Used to being bullied by his butler, Tony waved him away with a grin. But his expression was thoughtful after Billingsley had left the room. If Billingsley was worried about him, and Tony recognized that his longtime servant was, then it was time to do something about this pool of melancholy he seemed to be falling into. But what?

The cotton crop was planted. Besides, he had a very able plantation manager, John Jackson, to oversee the running of the various plantations he owned. He also had an extremely astute business agent both here and in England. His house ran to his liking. John Osgood, his head stable man, another of the servants he had brought with him from England, kept a gimlet eye on the horses—and anything else he took a notion to interest himself in, Tony thought with a grin.

His grin faded. Which left him with damn little to do but brood over the hand that fate had dealt him. Or rather the fate he had regrettably fashioned for himself.

Irritated by his mood, he stood up decisively. If he was so bloody bored that he was actually feeling sorry for himself, then by heaven, he had bloody well better do something about it! But not, he reminded himself firmly, anything that smacked of his old dissolute life. He had sworn to himself that those days were behind him. But were they? The previous night would certainly give the lie to that!

Scowling, Tony wandered to the French doors and stared out at the beguiling view. Perhaps it had been a mistake to come back to Natchez. In England, he spent much of his time in the country, safely away from temptation, able, for long periods of time, to convince himself that he had exactly the life he wanted. Which was, of course, why he was so restless and thought he needed a change.

With relief he heard the door open behind him. However, the expression of barely suppressed excitement on Billingsley’s face halted whatever Tony had been about to say.

Drawing himself up grandly, Billingsley announced, “A lady to see you, sir.”

Billingsley instantly stepped aside, and into the room swept Tony’s dearest dream and worst nightmare: Arabella Montgomery.

Almost smirking, Billingsley asked, “Will that be all, sir?”


Tony visibly started, and, tearing his stunned gaze from Arabella’s set face, muttered, “Yes, of course, leave us.”

Arabella’s heart was pounding like a war drum, and she was furiously aware of the maddened leap her pulse had given at the first sight of those once-beloved features. The years, she thought waspishly, had treated him well—he was still the most attractive man she had ever met. Blast him!

Though his features remained composed, Tony was uneasily conscious of the fact that he was suddenly invigorated in a way he had not thought possible. He motioned to a lovely channel-backed chair covered in coffee brown silk. By heaven, he thought dazedly, she hasn’t changed a bit. She was still as vital and vibrant as he had remembered. And yet it was as if he were seeing her for the first time, those mysteriously slanted golden brown eyes, the saucy nose, and full mouth. And that hair! Had it always been such a vivid shade of red? So brilliant and bright that it looked as if a touch would sear flesh.

Unable to help himself, his gaze flashed over her with frank appreciation. He noted the trim little figure, the surprisingly voluptuous bosom he had once tasted and teased, the narrow waist his hands had eagerly clasped, and the lush hips that had cradled him as he had brought them both ecstasy. Dear God! How had he managed to stay away from her for five long years?

Deliberately reminding himself of the precise reasons he had left Natchez all those years ago, Tony forcibly pushed away the painful memories. She had made her feelings for him quite clear, and he was not about to let himself in for that type of anguish ever again.

Determined to remain indifferent to her presence in his house—the house he had once hoped she would inhabit as his bride, he asked politely, “Will you have a seat?”

Arabella gave a stiff nod and sat down. She had not missed his swift appraisal, and she told herself that she was insulted and outraged. And her heart had not leaped with pleasure! Keeping her eyes fixed on a spot above his head, she said crisply, “You are no doubt surprised to see me.”

Tony’s long mouth quirked at the corner. “Surprised? Oh, I don’t think that begins to describe what I am feeling.”

She shot him a glance from under her long lashes. She reminded herself that her history with Tony Daggett had nothing to do with that day’s meeting. The return of Jeremy’s vowels was the only reason she was there. He was a lying scoundrel and less than dirt beneath her feet! He had bewitched her once and made her love him, then thrown it all back in her face. She loathed him.

But confronted by the flesh-and-blood man who had haunted her dreams, face-to-face with the sweet lover who had taught her the joys of passion, she discovered that her heart and brain were in decided conflict.

Angry at her unruly emotions, she focused on the task in front of her. Taking a deep breath, she said bluntly, “I have just come from Oakmont. Daniel Leyton informed me that you are now the owner of Jeremy’s vowels. Is this true?”

Whatever Tony had expected her to say, it certainly hadn’t been that. Frowning, he glanced at the pile of vowels and miscellany lying carelessly on the mahogany table where he had so recently rested his feet. Jeremy? Who the devil is Jeremy and, more importantly, why do his vowels matter to Arabella?

An icy chill went through him. Not, he hoped with a fierceness that startled him, a husband. But if not a husband, then what?

When he remained silent, Arabella continued uncertainly, “You do remember Jeremy? My brother?”

Her brother. Thank God! He did vaguely remember a blond-haired stripling, a pleasant youth.

“Er, yes, I do, now that you mention him. It is his vowels that Leyton lost to me last night?”

“Yes, and I want them back,” Arabella said grimly. “Leyton and that blackguard Walcott had no business seducing Jeremy the way they did. They cheated him.”

“Ah, and Jeremy has, of course, accused them of this?” Tony inquired silkily, deciding that fate had finally dealt him a most interesting hand—most interesting. His boredom was gone. The feeling of melancholy that had lately assailed him vanished, and, inexplicably, he felt like laughing out loud. Life was suddenly extremely enticing. And he was going to see that it stayed that way!

“Well, not exactly,” Arabella admitted. Her expression earnest, she added, “You see, they induced him to drink too much, and then they encouraged him to gamble.”

One of Tony’s slimly arched brows rose. “Their actions may have been objectionable, but unless, er, Jeremy, has some sort of proof that they actually, ah, fuzzed the cards, I don’t see what you expect me to do about it.”

As he had known she would, Arabella rose to the bait. “I expect,” she said through gritted teeth, her fingers tightly clasping the portfolio she held in her lap, “you to return his vowels to me.”

Tony sat down in a matching chair across from her, his long breeches-clad legs stretched out in front of him. His black boots rested not two inches from the flounced hem of her yellow gown.

With an effort Arabella resisted the urge to jerk her feet away as one would from a flame that had burned too near. She suddenly felt too warm, and wondered again if confronting him had been her wisest course. And again she reminded herself it had been the only course.

“Just like that?” Tony asked idly, once he was comfortable. “You just expect me to turn over the vowels?”

“Yes, yes I do.” She hesitated. Nobility had never mattered to Tony, but she had to try. The family was dependent upon her. “It would be the noble thing to do.”

Tony snorted. “And when, my dear little Elf, have you known me to do the noble thing?” His gaze hardened. “In fact, I think that it was my lack of nobility that caused you to end our betrothal, was it not?”

“I do not want to talk about that!” Arabella snapped. “Our history has nothing to do with this.”

“Oh, I beg to differ with you, my sweet. I think it does. I doubt very much that you approached Leyton and simply demanded the vowels back from him. Only to me would you dare such a thing.”

Arabella flushed. “You’re right. I didn’t. I offered him a trade, and, naturally, I am willing to make the same trade with you.”

Tony looked interested. “And? This trade is?”

“Greenleigh and my other lands for Jeremy’s vowels.”

“Just what the devil has that young fool brother of yours been up to?” Tony demanded with a frown, aware that she had just offered him everything she owned. “Does your esteemed father know what you are up to? What his son and heir has been doing?”

Arabella felt her eyes sting and she looked down at her hands. “My father is dead. He d-d-died two years ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Tony said quietly, his face softening. He resisted an urge to touch her. “I know that you were very close. You must miss him a great deal.”

Arabella looked away. “Yes. It has been difficult for us.”

Something occurred to him, and, rising to his feet, he leafed through the papers on the table. Finding what he was looking for, he whistled under his breath when he realized the enormity of Arabella’s plight. No wonder she had come to him. That damn silly brother of hers had lost Highview! He glanced through the vowels again. And nearly all of the Montgomery fortune, if he remembered correctly.

Impetuously, he swung around, his first instinct simply to hand her the vowels that she so obviously wanted. His mouth twisted. And she had to want them most desperately if her need has brought her to me! he thought cynically.

But before he could act, Arabella straightened in her chair, and, opening the portfolio, said briskly, “I know that Greenleigh cannot compare to Highview, but I am willing to trade you for Jeremy’s vowels.” As his expression darkened, she added gamely, “It w-w-will not be an even trade, but it will a-a-at least give you some recompense.” Her eyes unknowingly pleading, she held out a sheaf of folded papers with a hand that shook slightly.

Tony was furious. Did she really believe that he was such a villain that he would allow her to beggar herself to save her family? Well, why not? he reminded himself viciously. Hadn’t she refused to marry him five years ago because she believed him the blackest villain alive?

“Put your bloody deeds away!” he said savagely. “I don’t want them—and I damn well won’t take them.”

Already shaken and distressed, his words flicked her on the raw, and before she could stop herself, she burst out bitterly, “I should have known you would act this way! You never cared who you hurt as long as you got what you wanted. I can see that you haven’t changed.” She flashed him a contemptuous glance. “Will it pleasure you to see us thrown out of Highview? Will you come and oversee our removal from our home yourself. Or will you simply send one of your minions to do the task?” She made a sound, more sob than laugh. “Or will you make another wager with your friend Blackburne? Betting on how long it will take us to leave?”

Tony’s face went white. He snarled something under his breath and, his eyes glittering dangerously, strode up to her. Catching her shoulders he roughly shook her. “You dare,” he said thickly, “you dare say that to me?”

Stonily she met his fierce gaze. “Why not? Wagering seems to give you great pleasure. Especially wagers that bring others personal pain.”

His nostrils flaring, he took a deep breath and deliberately removed his hands from her. Glancing at her with open dislike, he growled, “Despite my many sins, and I will not deny that there are many, do you know that I have never laid hands on a woman in anger before in my life? And considering the provocation, you are damned lucky I did no more than shake you.”

“Very well, I will consider myself lucky,” she said stiffly, conscious of the shameful pleasure that had knifed through her at his touch. Conscious, too, of the heat and vitality radiating from his big body as he remained standing in front of her. He was wearing a white-linen shirt, carelessly opened at the throat, and the evocative sight of that strong brown throat, a throat she had once pressed wild, hungry kisses upon, and the well-remembered scent of his body was almost more than she could bear.

Tony was assailed with memories as potent as hers, and he ached for all that he had lost through his own foolishness. She would never forgive him, and he doubted that his own considerable pride would ever allow him to ask for forgiveness. After all, he had made that damned wager with Blackburne.

Fearful that she would give way to the powerful emotions that curled and clawed through her, Arabella took several steps away from him. Turning her back, she asked painfully, “How soon do you wish us to vacate Highview?” She swallowed back a sob. “It w-w-will take my stepmother several d-d-days to pack.”

Tony’s hands clenched into fists. He took a steadying breath. “I never said that you had to leave Highview,” he muttered, his thoughts racing.

Her eyes wide, hope brimming in their golden brown depths, she swung around to look at him. “You’ll make the trade?” she asked breathlessly.

Tony bit back a curse, on the verge of grabbing the vowels and thrusting them into her hands, when a decidedly reprehensible idea flitted through his mind. But, if he were to propose it, reprehensible or not, it would give him something he desperately, passionately wanted. The thing he wanted most in the world. Arabella in his arms once more.

Assessingly he eyed her, a painful ache in the region of his heart. Was he really that base? he wondered. To use her unfortunate circumstances for his own needs? And if he did not, if he simply handed her the vowels, she would thank him and then be gone again. Out of his life once more. Oh, she might think kindly of him for the moment; no doubt she would even feel gratitude. But gratitude was the last thing he had ever wanted from Arabella Montgomery.

As Arabella waited expectantly, her lovely eyes fixed on his, Tony swiftly considered his next move. She already thought him a most-despicable creature, and if he made the outrageous proposal, it would only confirm her worst opinion of him. So what, he asked himself harshly, did he have to lose?

Recklessly, not giving himself time to think, he said, “I am willing to make a trade.”

A blinding smile lit Arabella’s expressive features. “Greenleigh for Highview?”

Tony shook his head. “I said a trade, not that trade.”


Puzzled, her smile faded. “Then what? I have nothing else of value.”

A distinctly sensual spark lit his blue eyes. “Ah, Elf, you are wrong there. You do have something of great value to offer me—your own sweet self.”

Arabella looked blank. “W-w-what? You want to m-m-marry me?”

Tony’s lips curled. If he thought he could really blackmail her into marrying him he would, but he doubted that she would tie herself to him for the rest of her life, even to save her family. No. She’d not marry him. But she might be willing to put herself in his hands for a specific period of time. And though he knew it was base and dishonorable, he was willing to risk it. For a little while at least, she would be his.

But he was curious and he asked, “Would you marry me? For Jeremy’s vowels?”

Arabella gaped at him, hardly daring to believe what he was proposing. Could she marry him? Live the rest of her life as his wife? The memory of the pain and humiliation of their last meeting came rushing back, and she put out a hand as if warding off a terrible fate. No, she could never face that sort of anguish for the remainder of her life. “Do not ask that of me,” she whispered. “I could not bear it.”

Harshly, Tony said, “You have nothing to worry about; marriage between us is out of the question. We trod that path once before, and it brought us both misery. No, what I am proposing is a far different arrangement this time.”

Arabella paled, her skin starkly white against the flaming red of her hair, her eyes dark with shock. His meaning was clear, and she could not believe that even Tony could stoop so low.

But apparently he could, for he closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms. Brushing his warm, knowing mouth against hers, he murmured, “My mistress. Become my mistress, and the vowels need never be called in.”




 



Chapter Four
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H eld firmly in Tony’s strong embrace, his warm lips sliding lazily against hers, the taste and scent of him making her dizzy with remembered passion, for one dangerous moment Arabella forgot the past. Mindlessly, she let him kiss her as he willed, her mouth soft and sweet under his, as the portfolio dropped forgotten to the floor, she flung her arms wildly around his neck.


Tony made a muffled sound when her arms enclosed him, and his embrace tightened. He teased them both by his restraint, his mouth moving seductively across hers, his teeth nipping arousingly at her bottom lip. Arabella sighed, filled with longing. It was only when she caught herself desperately clutching his dark head that reality exploded in her brain.

As if bitten by a copperhead, she leaped out of his arms. Cheeks flushed, her straw hat askew, she glared at him. “Why you devious, ass-eared, underhanded beast! How dare you!” she exclaimed furiously.

Feeling oddly pleased with himself, Tony propped his hips against the mahogany table. Crossing his arms over his chest, he said mockingly, “Oh, come now, Elf, you can do better than that! I seem to recall that the last time you called me names, it was something to the effect that I was a ‘lying, scheming, despicable, black-hearted, pigheaded beast.’ ”

Instantly recovering herself, Arabella lowered her eyes, and said demurely, “You are mistaken. I did not call you a beast that time. I called you ‘a lying, scheming, despicable, blackhearted, pigheaded, dung-cock.’ ”

Tony suppressed a laugh. Blue eyes gleaming, he replied, “Do you know, I think you are right. It was dung-cock—that lamentable memory of mine.”

Arabella looked at him. “I do not think that there is a thing wrong with your memory.”

Tony nodded, his expression unreadable. “I remember everything about you,” he said softly.

“If you do,” she said sharply, “then you must recall that I loathe you. And I am sure that you would not enjoy a mistress who shudders with revulsion at your very touch.”

Tony’s brow rose. “Did you shudder just now, my sweet? I don’t seem to remember that particular reaction from you.”

Arabella gritted her teeth. “You caught me by surprise.”

“Ah, and so, if I gave you fair warning that I was going to take you in my arms again and kiss you as I just did, you would—er—‘shudder with revulsion’?” He smiled cheerfully at her. “Shall we try it and see?”

As he started forward, Arabella cried, “Stay where you are! Don’t touch me!”


Tony sank back into his original position, looking extremely satisfied with himself. “Well, that is an experiment we shall have to try soon, but not right now. Right now we have a proposal in front of us.” He reached around and picked up Jeremy’s vowels. “I put these in my safe where they stay until . . . oh, shall we say, until I grow tired of your shudders?”

“You are undoubtedly the blackest, the vilest—!”

“Dung-cock?” Tony supplied helpfully.

“Worse!”

“That may be true, sweet, but you still haven’t given me an answer.”

Indecisively she stared at him.

“You’re very sure that you won’t just take Greenleigh in exchange for Jeremy’s vowels?” she asked.

Tony shook his head, his blue eyes locked on hers. “No. I don’t want Greenleigh. I want you.”

“As your mistress,” she said tightly.

He nodded. “As my mistress.” Softly he added, “Since our liaison would be secret, as I am sure you would demand, you have no fear of your reputation—only the two of us would know of our intimate relationship. My intention is not to ruin you, or create more scandal.” He smiled grimly. “You can continue to disdain and loathe me in public to your heart’s content . . . provided in private you are in my arms.”

Arabella could not meet his gaze. She was so angry and yes, she would admit, hurt by his suggestion, that she wanted to do nothing more than slap his arrogant face and storm out of the room. But that was not the only emotion which churned in her breast. She was also unwillingly intrigued by the suggestion. He wanted her . . . as his mistress.

Turning away from him, she stared out the window. She didn’t know what she wanted to do at that moment, but she was certain that she did not want to walk away from Tony Daggett, beast that he was. Glancing back at him, she asked, “May I have time to consider your, um, offer?”

“No,” he said bluntly, his indigo blue eyes unfathomable. He was not going to give her time to consider all the implications of his offer. And he certainly didn’t want to give her enough time for that clever little mind of hers to consider the possibility that he might be bluffing. At the moment, he had her trapped and thoroughly convinced that he would coolly toss her family out of its home, and he was going to take full advantage of the situation.

Arabella showed him her back, thinking hard. Becoming Tony’s mistress, she admitted reluctantly, did have some merit to it.

It was a shocking thought, but Arabella was not shocked. She was, in fact, increasingly fascinated by the idea. A mistress had so much more freedom than a wife. As Tony’s wife, she would have belonged to him as much as any of his possessions. Her lands and fortune would have become his; he could do as he willed with them, and her. But as his mistress . . .

She realized that she was already halfway to agreeing to his disgraceful bargain. If Tony hadn’t stated that their relationship would be private, her decision would have been much more difficult to make. Could she trust him to keep his word?


She had trusted him once, and look where it had got her. But in this instance, it would be as much to his advantage to keep their relationship a secret as it was to hers. He might turn an indifferent shoulder to most scandal, but one of this magnitude would turn even his most loyal friends against him. Why, she thought acidly, he might even be forced to marry her. And he wouldn’t want that! So, yes, she trusted him to keep her name pure and unsullied.

Thoughtfully she tapped a finger against her lips. She and Tony both agreed that marriage to each other was not for them. She was not a silly young maid. She was thirty-two years old, and she had already given this man her virginity. It was highly unlikely that she would ever marry, so there was not the problem of offering a husband soiled goods.

As Tony’s secret mistress, she would, she supposed, continue to live her life just as she did now. Her money and plantations would still be hers. To the world and her family, she would still simply be Miss Arabella Montgomery of Highview. But there would also be secret times that she would share Tony’s bed, times that they would meet privately, and he would show her again the pleasures to be had between a man and a woman. A funny little knot clenched low in her belly, and she was aware of a sudden heat between her thighs.

She was, she decided, quite wanton—and probably wicked in the bargain. But wicked or not, she rather thought that she would enjoy being Tony’s mistress. And of course, she reminded herself wryly, she could always soothe her conscience by telling herself that she had sacrificed herself for the family.


Straightening her shoulders, she swung around to face him. “Very well,” she said, “I shall become your mistress.”

A crooked smile on his lips, he murmured, “A wise decision, Elf.” His eyes darkened. “One that I will take great pains to make certain you find pleasure in.”

Pushing away from the table, his intention obvious, Tony walked toward her.

Suddenly nervous about what she had let herself in for, Arabella took a step backward, and asked uneasily, “Oh, do we have to, um, start right now?”

Tony grinned. “I was merely going to kiss you to seal our bargain—not toss you on the floor and make love to you.” His gaze ran appreciatively over her neat little form. “Although,” he murmured, “that isn’t such a bad idea.”

“Oh, please wait!” Arabella protested, discovering that she wasn’t quite as blasé and brazen as she had thought. “I have agreed to become your mistress; isn’t that enough for you for one day?” Her eyes darting around the room, she muttered, “Shouldn’t we discuss the terms or conditions of the, ah, trade, first?”

“There is only one condition—you, in my bed,” Tony answered bluntly.

“But you said you would keep my reputation safe!” Arabella protested. “You said I could trust you! I mean, I can’t—! There is my family to consider!” Her hands tightened into fists. “I’ll not face another scandal because of you!”

Tony was willing to be generous. It was obvious that she was having second thoughts, and he didn’t want to frighten her into changing her mind—and he had promised to keep her reputation safe.

Taking her arm, he led her back to her chair. Sitting in the chair across from her, he said amiably, “I agreed to keep our arrangement secret, and I shall. To avoid scandal and gossip we shall have to be very discreet.”

Arabella nodded, “Very discreet,” she breathed fervently, thinking of her stepmother and the children.

While he had maintained mistresses in the past, this was an entirely new situation for Tony. Previously, he had simply set up a nice little house in a pleasant part of town, installed his current high-flyer, and paid her visits whenever the mood struck him. Or, when his mistress had been someone of his own class, she had been a sophisticated married woman or widow, who had known precisely what she was about. Arabella was none of those. If their liaison became known, it would ruin her. She needed, he thought with a flash of protectiveness, shielding. Above all, her reputation must be safeguarded.

His jaw tightened. He wouldn’t like having to kill any man who dared to make a disparaging comment about her. But he would.

“It is obvious that, for the most part, our meetings will have to be in the afternoon. There would be too much speculation if you suddenly began to go out at night alone. And then there is the problem of a proper place to rendezvous. We cannot use any public tavern or inn—and you obviously,” he said slowly, thinking aloud, “cannot come here very often for an afternoon of trysting. Nor can I march into Highview whenever I like and go upstairs to your bedroom.”


Arabella shut her eyes and muttered, “Merciful heavens, no!”

“So we will have to find a place that is easily accessible to both of us, but, er, discreet.”

Tony rapidly considered and discarded several locales. “Ah, I have it,” he said suddenly, an odd expression in his blue eyes. “The hunting lodge at Greenleigh. I’m sure you remember it.”

“You really are a cruel beast, aren’t you?” Arabella said quietly, her eyes dark with pain she could not hide. It had been at Greenleigh’s hunting lodge that they had met and he had seduced her. And it had been at that same hunting lodge where she had found him in bed with another woman, and all her dreams had ended.

He shrugged, his features unreadable. “It is the best place—private, secluded, and very comfortable as I recall. And since you own it, no one will think it strange that you visit the place.”

Not willing to give him the satisfaction of learning that even five years after the fact the lodge still held unbearably painful memories for her, she said stiffly, “Very well. The Greenleigh hunting lodge. And how do you intend to let me know when you . . .” Her face burned fiery red, and she cleared her throat before she managed to add, “When you decide you, um, need me.” She could hardly believe what she had just said. Could hardly believe the entire situation. It seemed incredible, a bad dream, that she was calmly sitting here cold-bloodedly discussing the place and manner in which she would toss away the precepts of a lifetime and become Tony’s mistress. Not his wife, she reminded herself painfully, but his mistress.


Tony suddenly reached across the short distance that separated them. Taking her hand in his, he lifted it to his lips and pressed a gentle kiss into the palm. Slipping to his knee in front of her, he said huskily, “It will not be so very bad, Elf. I will treat you gently, and I swear to you that I will allow no shame to come to you.”

“You swore once to love me—how can I believe you now?” Arabella asked unhappily.

His mouth tightened. “I seem to recall that you did some swearing of your own—you swore that you loved me and also that you would marry me.”

Arabella snatched her hand away from him and sprang to her feet, nearly knocking him over in her agitation. Glaring at him, she snapped, “I think, considering the circumstances at that time, that it was only wise and prudent of me to change my mind. There is hardly anyone who would disagree that finding my fiancé in the arms of his former mistress was reason enough to cry off.”
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