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For my readers.


Thank you for loving these stories as much as I do.
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Content Guidance



This book, though primarily a romance, is also part murder mystery. As such, it contains off-the-page descriptions of violence and murder.


There is description of off-page parental death, suicide, and parental estrangement.


The heroine is a governess, and as much as we all enjoy thinking of the profession as just like it’s portrayed in The Sound of Music, it was, in fact, an often lonely job that subjected the governess herself to sexual harassment and assault at the hands of the master of the house, sons of the house, and other servants. There are some allusions to such things happening to Jane, though never in explicit terms.


All mistakes and unintentional insensitivities are my own.










Author’s Note



Dear Reader,


Have you ever wondered what it would be like to get a front-row seat to the kind of behind-the-scenes international dealmaking that usually never sees the light of day? Well, that’s what governess Miss Jane Halliwell is facing thanks to her employer’s need for one more lady at her dinner party. Not only has Lady Gilford demanded that her daughter’s governess attend the first evening’s festivities of the week-long symposium being hosted by her husband, British diplomat Lord Gilford, but Jane will also be required to rub elbows with the man who broke her girlish heart years ago when she and her mother lost everything. That’s the setup for the London-set mystery that grounds the fourth book in my Ladies Most Scandalous Series, A Governess’s Guide to Passion and Peril, which features unlikely sleuths: diplomat Lord Adrian Fielding and governess Miss Jane Halliwell.


There will be danger, derring-do, and all the banter and flirtation you could want from a romantic murder mystery. And by the end, you’ll have a mystery solved and happy that’s well on the way to ever after. I loved spending time with these characters and this story so much! I hope you’ll have just as much fun reading about them.


Ever Yours,


Manda
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Chapter One
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London, May 1869


Margaret, do stop staring out the window and pay attention to your geography lessons, please.”


Miss Jane Halliwell, governess to the only daughter of Viscount and Lady Gilford, was fond enough of her sixteen-year-old charge, but she was all but convinced that the girl’s talents lay in something other than book learning. Jane had been with the family for only six months but in that time she’d grown to like the girl, who was lively and good-natured and would make a splash on the marriage mart when she debuted a few years from now. But she was simply not interested in her studies.


Even so, Jane had been hired to educate her, and she would try her best to do that.


“But how am I meant to pay attention to boring old geography when there is so much going on out there?” sighed Meg, not even bothering to turn away from the schoolroom window. “Come and see for yourself.”


Jane hadn’t yet succumbed to the temptation to peer out at the statesmen and dignitaries, who, along with their wives, were arriving at the Gilford townhouse in Belgrave Square for a week-long symposium on advances in horticulture around the world. In addition to his illustrious career first as a diplomat, then as an administrator in the Foreign Office, Lord Gilford was also noted for his rose garden and had seen this as an opportunity to bring nations that were frequently at odds together through their love of plants. As the only child of a diplomat herself, Jane was familiar with all sorts of costumes and customs that would no doubt fascinate Margaret. But having traveled with her parents to many different countries before her father’s untimely death five years ago, Jane was not quite so eager to watch the arrivals as her pupil was. Indeed, she would much rather finish their lesson so she could check to see if the post had arrived.


Only yesterday she’d received another rejection for the detective novel she hoped to have published. Since she and her mother had been left penniless when her father died, the money she’d earn as a writer would allow her to leave governessing and make an independent life for herself. But that could only happen if a publisher decided to take a chance on her book.


“You’ve only to finish writing a page about the most profitable agricultural region of Portugal, Margaret, and you’ll be free to gaze upon your father’s guests to your heart’s content,” she coaxed, guiding her own focus back to their lessons.


On days like today, Jane wished she felt a true calling for the teaching profession. But as grateful as she was to Lord Gilford for offering her a job when she needed one most, she wasn’t particularly enamored of the occupation when her pupil was a reluctant one.


“But Miss Halliwell, there are probably Portuguese people arriving on our very doorstep this moment!” the girl said with a pout. “Why can’t I observe them? Isn’t that how scientists work?”


There were far too many ways to object to Margaret’s suggestion that she examine her father’s guests as if they were animals at the zoo for Jane to possibly find a place to start. So instead, she chose to compromise. “If I come and look out the window with you for a few minutes, will you promise to work on your essay?”


The girl looked mulish for a moment but, perhaps realizing this was the best she was likely to get, she nodded.


Moving over to stand behind the girl, Jane leaned forward a little to gaze down at the parade of carriages pulling into the mews of Gilford House.


“That man there,” Meg said, nodding toward a rather short man in a bowler hat who was gesticulating with some great emotion, “has been tearing a strip off of Mr. Griggs for these past ten minutes. I’m not sure what it is he’s objecting to, but poor Griggs has had no luck at all in soothing his ruffled feathers.”


Jane knew from her own interactions with the man that Josiah Griggs, the underbutler, was slow to anger and did not seem fond of conflict. He was no doubt miserable when faced with such a volatile situation. She was about to say as much when her eye caught another man standing near the gate leading into the back garden.


She could not say just what it was about him that brought him to her attention. Perhaps it was the excellent tailoring of his suit, which marked him as a gentleman in a crowd of servants. Or maybe it was something about the way he clasped his hands behind his back, as if purposely trying to keep from fidgeting. Though in truth, she suspected it was the way the afternoon sun glinted off the gold highlights that threaded through his close-cropped light brown hair. She gasped as recognition rang through her.


She might have known Lord Adrian Fielding—whom she was well acquainted with from his time working alongside her father in Rome—would turn up sooner or later. He was Lord Gilford’s protégé, after all.


“What is it?” Meg asked, turning to Jane with a start.


“I thought I saw Lord Adrian Fielding,” Jane said with a frown. “But surely I was mistaken. I cannot imagine he has any interest in gardening.”


The hobby seemed far too tame an activity for a man of Lord Adrian’s vigor.


“You may be right about his opinion of gardening,” Meg agreed, “but Lord Adrian is a good friend of Father’s. I daresay he’ll be here for the whole of the symposium. He’s quite good-looking, don’t you think?”


“I can hardly tell from this distance,” Jane said primly. “And you’d better not let your mama hear you speaking thusly. Well-behaved young ladies do not comment on the looks of gentlemen. No matter how handsome they might be.”


She saw Meg open her mouth to object to the reproval, but Jane interrupted whatever the girl was about to say. “Even so, why attend a symposium on a subject of little interest to him?” Of course, it had been half a decade since she’d spent any substantial amount of time in his company. For all she knew he’d spent the intervening years elbow deep in freshly tilled soil.


“Oh, he always comes to these gatherings,” Meg said with a shrug. “ It’s too bad he’s so old, otherwise I’d set my cap at him.”


Jane bit back a laugh at the girl’s assessment. At Meg’s age, Jane, too, had suffered a severe case of calf love for her father’s young colleague. Adrian had been everything her young heart could have conjured in a perfect beau. He had been friendly, but he’d clearly considered her a child. And then after the disaster that befell her family upon her father’s death, he’d disappeared from her life completely, which had put paid to any of her romantic notions about him. All these years later, despite what she’d said to Meg about not being able to tell from their window vantage point, he was still devastatingly handsome.


At least she needn’t worry about having to cross paths with him this week. Lady Gilford had already made it clear that she and Meg were to keep themselves scarce while the symposium was in session. As governess, Jane hadn’t been expected to be invited to mill about with the esteemed guests, and yet, the directive had still stung.


Jane reminded herself that the banishment worked in her favor today, and that she could hardly be surprised by Lady Gilford’s chilly treatment. The woman had made it clear upon Jane’s arrival that she was against adding Jane to her household, an attitude that could doubtless be attributed to the unflattering portrait Jane’s previous employer—Lady Carlyle—had painted of her. The woman had accused Jane of casting out lures to the master of the house and had no doubt told her good friend Lady Gilford all about her suspicions. Since Jane found Lord Carlyle unappealing at best, the claim couldn’t have been further from the truth.


Nevertheless, Jane had been dismissed without a reference and if it hadn’t been for Lord Gilford, her father’s longtime friend and colleague, she’d have been destitute. Lord Gilford had even suggested she stay with the family as a guest rather than as Meg’s governess but knowing that Lady Gilford was close to Lady Carlyle and would therefore make staying as a guest unbearable, Jane had insisted on working for her keep.


And thinking about the parcel containing her manuscript hidden away in her bedchamber, Jane sent up a little prayer that the next editor whose desk it crossed would make an offer for it. That was the only way she was going to make enough money to live on her own, with no fear of importuning employers or false accusations.


“We’ve done enough gawking at your father’s guests, now, Meg,” she said aloud. “Let us get back to—”


She was interrupted by a sniff from the doorway. Turning, she saw Lady Gilford scowling at them, and for a moment Jane felt as guilty for her gawking out the window as if she were Meg’s age instead of three and twenty.


“I might have expected such behavior from a schoolgirl like Margaret, Miss Halliwell,” said Lady Gilford, her mouth twisted in disgust, “but you are meant to be setting an example for her rather than enacting ill behavior by her side. And I will remind you that her name is Margaret. Meg or any other shortened form of her name is beneath her as a viscount’s daughter.”


“You mustn’t scold, Mama,” Meg said with an answering frown. “Miss Halliwell was only—”


Touched by the girl’s defense of her, though knowing it was inappropriate, Jane placed a staying hand on her arm. “You are correct, Lady Gilford. My apologies.” She offered a deep curtsy, the kind Lady Gilford expected from Jane in an acknowledgment of her lowered station.


Meg looked as if she’d like to argue but held her tongue.


“See that it doesn’t happen again,” Lady Gilford said, seeming only slightly mollified. “Now, though it goes against the grain to offer you a reward after such lax performance of your role, it can’t be helped.”


And like catching the scent of rain on the air before a storm, Jane felt a prickle of warning on the back of her neck, and she knew suddenly what the “reward” her mistress spoke of would be before she spoke.


Oh, Fate, haven’t you played enough havoc with my life already?


“One of the ladies we were expecting for dinner this evening is indisposed and has sent her regrets,” Lady Gilford said, sounding as if she viewed it as a personal failing on the unnamed lady’s part that she’d succumbed to whatever ailment had assailed her. “You’ll need to come down to dinner to make up the numbers.”


Then without waiting for a response—and really, what response could there be but “Yes, my lady”?—she continued, “Make sure to wear one of your more flattering gowns. However far you may have come down in the world, I do not wish you to make it seem as if we are stingy with your wages, nor do I want you to embarrass me at table.”


Jane did not point out that the more flattering gowns dated from her time as a wealthy gentleman’s daughter and could never have been purchased on a governess’s wages.


Instead, she gave another curtsy, grateful she had learned to keep her face from revealing her thoughts. It was a skill she’d needed to hastily acquire while working for the Carlyles and had served her well in the Gilford household as well.


“The gong will announce when to come to the drawing room,” Lady Gilford said as she walked to the door. “Don’t be late.”










Chapter Two
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Has all been made ready?” Viscount Gilford asked from his position near an arched arbor in the rose garden.


Since most of Lord Gilford’s guests were either still traveling or busy settling into their rooms, Lord Adrian Fielding had chosen this brief interval, when he and his mentor could speak uninterrupted, to finalize their plans.


Adrian had spent the majority of his time in the Foreign Office reporting to Gilford, and even after the man had permanently returned to England while Adrian remained abroad, they’d kept in touch. Now that he was back in England to stay, it had been unthinkable to imagine he’d work for anyone else. Even if it meant pretending a fascination for roses this week that he didn’t feel.


Now, in response to the viscount’s question, he nodded. “Everything is in place,” he said, gesturing to a branch of cabbage roses drooping under the weight of its heavy blooms so that anyone watching might assume they were discussing the garden. “Payne and Henning are prepared to distract the guests after dinner so that Prince Maxim and the foreign secretary can slip out to the library for the meeting.”


Though the world at large believed this house party to be a symposium on the cultivation of roses, it was in fact a highly orchestrated diplomatic meeting between the British foreign secretary and the crown prince of the kingdom of Roskovia, a tiny country in Eastern Europe that was an important trading partner for Great Britain. More importantly, Prince Maxim was the inventor of an electronic, long-distance talking machine, a piece of technology that nations all over the world were in competition to win from the small kingdom.


“Excellent,” Gilford said with an approving nod. “I knew you were the right man for the job, Adrian. I have little doubt that once this is over, you will have no trouble making a case for yourself as the right man to succeed Ramswool when he leaves his position at the end of the year.”


“Thank you, sir.” Adrian hoped the other man was right. Sir Lionel Ramswool, who headed up his own specialized and little-known division of the Home Office that investigated politically sensitive crimes on British soil, was set to retire soon. Having conducted investigations for the Foreign Office abroad for some years now, Adrian hoped to succeed Ramswool. He had enjoyed his work abroad, but he no longer wished to be so far away from his family for years at a time. “I hope you’re right.”


“Of course I’ll put in a good word for you,” the viscount said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Though I expect your brother’s recommendation will go far and above my own to ensure your success.”


Gilford said it as if it were a foregone conclusion that Adrian would ask for the duke’s help. It had been this way his entire life. As the son—as well as the younger brother—of a duke, it was assumed by most people that he relied on his brother the Duke of Langham’s favor to garner him whatever he might want in the world.


It was one of the reasons he’d gone to work in the Foreign Office against Langham’s wishes, he supposed. He’d spent his entire life under the shadow of the dukedom. For once he’d wanted to do something that was entirely separate from the family name.


The rift between the brothers that had come about as a result of Adrian’s defiance had only in the last year or so, since Langham’s marriage, been smoothed over. He had little doubt now that if he were to ask, Langham would recommend him for the Home Office position, but for now, Adrian was doing what he could to bolster his record so his brother’s assistance would not be necessary. The planning and background operations for this meeting between the foreign secretary, Lord Ralston, and Prince Maxim was a means to that end.


“If there’s nothing else, sir,” he said to Lord Gilford, “I’d better go make one last check of the meeting room while there’s still time.”


To his surprise, rather than waving him off as Adrian had expected, Lord Gilford looked pained. “Before you go, there’s something I need to tell you.”


Adrian felt a frisson of alarm run through him. Had something gone wrong with the arrangements for Prince Maxim’s travel from Claridge’s to Gilford House?


“Nothing to do with the operation,” the viscount assured him, as if reading Adrian’s mind. “It’s of a more personal nature.”


Puzzled, Adrian frowned. “You have in me a captive audience.”


Gilford looked uncomfortable. “You will perhaps be angry that I’ve kept it from you—especially since you explicitly asked me if I knew of her whereabouts—but it’s not to be helped.”


And suddenly, Adrian knew exactly who his mentor was speaking of. He set his jaw, knowing that whatever Gilford had to say about Jane Halliwell, it would not be anything Adrian would be happy to hear.


“Miss Halliwell is in residence here and is acting as governess to Margaret.” Gilford clasped his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels. “I know you were looking for her, but she asked me not to put it about that she was here. After what she went through with the Carlyles I didn’t have the heart to defy her. Even for you, my trusted friend.”


Adrian was, indeed, annoyed with Gilford’s revelation. Not so much that Jane was safely residing here in the viscount’s household. He’d known Gilford had helped Jane find a position once she and her mother had returned to England. In point of fact it had been through Gilford’s assistance she’d become governess to Adrian’s cousins, the Carlyles. Though from what Adrian knew of Carlyle and his wife, and from what he could discern after seeing Jane at Langham Abbey almost two years ago, the position hadn’t been a pleasant one.


That Jane had been forced to take a position as a governess at all still made him furious both at himself and on her behalf. In the aftermath of her father’s suicide, which he knew the Foreign Office had worked to keep quiet, he’d been required by his own position to leave for Madrid almost immediately. And by the time he was back in England he’d realized the diplomatic community had shamefully turned its back on Charles Halliwell’s wife and daughter.


It seemed the rumor that the man had taken his own life out of guilt over losing his fortune at the gaming tables had been stronger than any cover story about a heart seizure the foreign secretary had put about. Both Jane and her mother had been shunned, and Adrian hadn’t learned of it until it was too late to do anything about it.


“I can understand why she’d go to you for help,” Adrian said now. “After all, you were close to her father and among the only ones in diplomatic circles who didn’t turn your back on Jane and her mother. But why as a governess and not as a guest? I wouldn’t have thought you to be so—” Then understanding dawned on him. “Of course, what was I thinking? She would remain here no other way, I take it?”


“Of course she wouldn’t,” Gilford said with a shake of his head. “Stubborn chit was turned off without notice by Lady Carlyle but still informed me that the only way she would accept a room in this house was as Meg’s governess. And so she has been acting in the role for the past six months.”


Knowing Lady Gilford, who was bosom bows with Lady Carlyle, Adrian suspected that in the schoolroom with Meg was a far more pleasant place for Jane to spend her days than in the drawing room with her hostess.


Thrusting a hand through his hair, Adrian sighed. “I don’t understand why she was so determined to hide herself from me after our chance meeting at Langham Abbey. It isn’t as if she has any reason to fear me, for God’s sake. I simply wished to ensure she was comfortable and safe in the years since the loss of her father.”


“I suspect it had something to do with shame, my boy,” Gilford said gently. “When you knew her in Rome, she was the beloved daughter of a respected diplomat. Word spread of the scandal within hours of the man’s death. She’s had to endure the pitying looks from former embassy friends and acquaintances, as well as society in London. You were a handsome young man who no doubt inspired flights of fancy in her during your time in Rome. Perhaps even a schoolgirl crush. It’s little wonder she had no wish for you to see her in her much-humbled state.”


Gilford wasn’t the first person to suggest this to him. Langham had told him more or less the same thing when he’d complained at their grandmother’s birthday house party about how Jane had avoided him. It wasn’t entirely out of the question that Jane had been enamored of him in Rome. They’d even been friends of a sort. But he’d been one and twenty and hadn’t thought of her as a romantic possibility. She was a child, for pity’s sake. Not to mention he’d had his hands full with the temperamental Italian widow who’d been warming his bed at the time.


Even so, his recollections of their interactions in Italy had been pleasant ones until he’d run into her at his family’s estate and begun questioning everything he remembered from that time.


He’d been present at the Halliwell residence that disastrous day, and the memory of Mrs. Halliwell’s scream still haunted him. A search of the man’s desk had revealed evidence of staggering gambling debts, which pointed to suicide rather than any kind of foul play.


Adrian had wanted to delay his departure for his next posting to Spain, but the Foreign Office had denied his request. It was thought that the least said about Halliwell’s death, the better. Could it be that Jane had taken his leaving so soon as a slight against her and her mother?


“You may be right that it’s shame that made her reluctant to see me at first,” he said to Gilford, though he was beginning to think it might be something more. “But it’s been years and she is no longer a schoolgirl. I’d have thought she’d have overcome it by now. Even so, I promise not to seek her out while I am here if you think my company would upset her. I certainly doubt our paths will cross since I have no expectation that Meg will be attending any of the meetings.”


He expected Gilford to laugh, but instead the man looked sheepish. “I’m afraid that’s not quite the case. Not that Meg will be attending the symposium of course, but that your path won’t cross with Jane’s. You see, one of the ladies who was meant to attend dinner this evening sent her regrets this afternoon and—”


“And,” Adrian finished for him, “Lady Gilford asked Jane to take her place so that the numbers would be even.”


“Indeed,” Gilford said with a shrug. “It couldn’t be helped.”


Thinking of the lengths to which Jane had gone to avoid him, Adrian said, “I rather think it’s Jane you should be explaining that to rather than me.”


“I’ll try to pull her aside before dinner and inform her of your presence, though I don’t know if I’ll have time given the number of guests I’ll need to speak with.”


“If you aren’t able to do so, I’ll try to find a moment to have a word.” Though Adrian suspected he might find it just as difficult to find a way to speak with Miss Halliwell.


Which, all things considered, she’d probably prefer.










Chapter Three
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Despite Lady Gilford’s order that she wear one of the gowns from her former life, Jane was sensitive enough to her mistress’s mercurial temper to choose the most understated of her remaining frocks. Purchased in preparation for her planned season that had never happened, the unembellished blue silk by Worth would be noted as being out of fashion by any lady who followed current trends, but it was one of Jane’s favorites because of the way it flattered her dark hair and pale complexion.


She’d had to sell the pearls she’d been given for her sixteenth birthday, and possessed no other jewelry to speak of, so her neck and ears were bare. She dressed her hair in a simple up-swept style with face-framing curls that brushed her cheeks.


The transformation from her usual staid appearance back to the girl she’d been was so stark that when she caught a glimpse of herself in the pier glass in the hallway just outside the drawing room, she felt as if she were looking at a ghost.


For the barest moment she wished that instead of living hundreds of miles away with a cousin in Scotland, her mother was here with her tonight. But the reasons she’d chosen to go to work as a governess were just as valid now as they’d been when she and her mother had parted ways, no matter how difficult her path had turned out to be.


As if to remind her of just how grinding her journey had been, Lady Gilford appeared at the other end of the hallway and hurried toward her.


“Is that Worth?” she asked, her mouth tight with disapproval. The viscountess’s own gown had also been crafted by the renowned Parisian designer, but sported what Jane assumed must be this year’s fashionable details.


Before Jane could confirm the lady’s suspicion, Lady Gilford continued, “Never mind. I suppose we’re lucky you have anything suitable at all. But I will warn you, my girl, before we go into company, that you aren’t to cast out lures to any of the gentlemen present. I have been warned by Lady Carlyle, so I will be watching. You are here to even out the numbers and that is all. Don’t forget that.”


Leaving Jane to follow in her wake, Lady Gilford swept past her toward the drawing room. The idea that Lady Gilford thought so ill of her gnawed at Jane, but she pushed those feelings aside as she steeled herself to face the task that had been appointed her.


Many of the guests had already gathered in the spacious chamber, which boasted ornately frescoed ceilings, and an eclectic mix of paintings and objets d’art that Lord Gilford had collected over the years in his various postings as a British ambassador. Even for Jane, who had grown up in the often-palatial residences afforded her father and his family in foreign countries, this particular room was awe-inducing.


All the same, she was mindful of Lady Gilford’s admonition and despite the friendly smiles directed her way from some of the guests as she entered, she limited her interactions to brief smiles and found a secluded corner where she could wait for the dinner gong without calling attention to herself.


But she hadn’t been there for more than a few minutes—having turned her attention to a wonderfully elaborate painting by an old master whose name escaped her hanging in the corner—when she heard a familiar male voice behind her.


“Miss Halliwell, well met,” said the Honorable Mr. William Gilford, son and heir of Viscount Gilford. “I didn’t expect to see you at this deadly dull affair.”


With his father’s height and his mother’s good looks, Will, as he was known to his intimates, was an attractive man. But Jane hadn’t been in the Gilford household above a week before he’d tried to kiss her.


Fortunately, though her father was negligent in other ways, he’d been smart enough to recognize that a beautiful daughter might one day have need of a way to fend off importunate men, and so had taught her how she might use a well-aimed knee to dispatch any male foolish enough to ignore the word “no.”


The knee to Will’s tender parts had delivered the message Jane intended, and the two had formed a friendship of sorts. Inasmuch as a young man about town and a governess could be friends, that is. There was no question of him courting her, of course, and since Jane had no intention of offering the only other sort of relationship that he might desire from her, friendship was all he could hope for.


“I could say the same for you, Mr. Gilford,” she said after offering him the deferential nod owed him as her employer’s son. “I would not have thought this to be the sort of entertainment that would draw a young man about town.” Especially, she thought cynically, one who could usually be found in houses of ill repute and gaming hells if the gossip sheets were to be believed. “Never say you have developed a passion for cultivating exotic plants. Your father must be pleased.”


The golden-haired young man gave a guffaw of laughter that drew more eyes than Jane was comfortable with to their corner of the room. “Hardly,” he said once he’d regained his composure. “The pater might hold out hope that one day I’ll join him in his obsession with roses, but on that he’s doomed to disappointment. I prefer blooms of another sort.”


At this last he gave her a broad wink that made Jane raise her eyes heavenward. “So if it isn’t gardening,” she said, “then what has brought you here this evening?”


Will picked a bit of fluff from the sleeve of his black evening coat. “The same thing that’s brought you downstairs looking a sight more fashionable than you do for days in the schoolroom with Meg, I imagine.”


Perhaps realizing that hadn’t been the most gallant thing to say to a lady—even one who was employed as the governess of one’s sister—he added, “Not to say that you’re not lovely in your usual rig, of course.”


Biting back the urge to tell him to spit it out, Jane made do with raising her eyebrows expectantly.


“No, of course it was a note from Mama,” Will continued with the kind of exasperation that only a put-upon child can wield, “informing me that, horror of horrors, she needed another man for the table tonight lest the numbers be uneven. I ask you, has there ever been another cause to which more young men—and ladies, I suppose, if truth be told—have been sacrificed than the almighty numbers?”


Jane might have remarked that she suspected more men had been lost at Waterloo had she not been struck by the oddity of Lady Gilford calling on Will to come even out the numbers when she’d already requested Jane’s attendance for the same reason. If Jane was brought in to replace a lady who had cried off, and if a gentleman had also cried off, Jane could simply have been informed she was no longer needed. There was no point in pointing this out to Will, however. They were both already here, and it was entirely possible that Lady Gilford had wanted her son in attendance for entirely other reasons. Jane had no wish to embroil herself in a matter that was really none of her affair.


Aloud she said, “I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it up to whichever companions to whom you were forced to send your regrets, Mr. Gilford. Perhaps some roses, the cultivation of which you are so determined to turn your back on?”


“I doubt Gilford’s allowance can afford the cost of posies for every member of Jenner’s Gaming Club, Miss Halliwell.”


Will broke into a grin as he turned to clap the newcomer on the shoulder. “Adrian, I knew you’d be around here somewhere. Though God knows why a man of your intelligence would wish to play dogsbody to m’father for this gathering when you already spend so many of your days working for him at Whitehall.”


Adrian had exchanged the sack coat and trousers she’d spied him wearing that afternoon in the Gilfords’ garden for the black tailcoat, white bow tie, and black wool trousers that were de rigueur for gentlemen at evening affairs. Despite her reluctance to see him, Jane had to admit that though most men managed to look if not handsome then distinguished in evening attire, Adrian was almost breathtakingly handsome. Of course, she imagined that even in rags, with a three-day beard and his light brown hair in dire need of a cut, he’d still manage to draw her eye.


The look he gave her now, which seemed to guess the direction of her thoughts, made her want to run away, but Jane stood her ground. Raising her chin, she said, “My lord,” before dropping into a curtsy that bordered on mocking.


“Miss Halliwell.” His bow was pitch-perfect, though she noted a spark in his blue eyes that said her disrespect hadn’t gone unnoticed.


“Ah, good, you know one another,” Will said, looking from one to the other, somehow missing the undercurrent that Jane had feared was in danger of igniting the drapes with its energy. “Miss H has the unenviable task of educating my sister, Adrian.”


Jane saw Adrian’s brow rise at Will’s words.


“I learned of it just this afternoon from your father,” he told the younger man. “Imagine my surprise, Miss Halliwell, when I learned you’d been residing here at Gilford House for the past several months. The last I’d heard you were in the employ of a different family altogether.”


That he didn’t name the Carlyles aloud seemed to indicate to Jane that he was aware of the ignominious way in which she’d been dismissed from his cousin’s employ. Did he believe the story Lady Carlyle had no doubt given out as a reason for her dismissal? It wasn’t true of course, but Carlyle was family. Surely Adrian would be more disposed to believe his own relatives than Jane.


Mindful of the story Lord Gilford had told her to tell should it become necessary to explain her reasons for leaving the Carlyles, Jane said, “When such a dear friend of my father’s came to me in need of a governess for his daughter, I could not deny him, of course.”


She made no mention of regretting the need to leave the Carlyles’ employ.


Jane was not above telling the occasional fib, but she had no wish to ruin Lord Gilford’s symposium by getting struck by lightning in his drawing room.


“Of course you couldn’t,” Adrian agreed with a cordiality that Jane could tell was entirely feigned.


“I suppose you know each other from one of your father’s postings, eh, Miss H?” Will asked.


“We met in Rome,” Adrian answered, before turning to look at Will with a frown. “Do you speak to all young ladies of your acquaintance by such inappropriately informal appellations?”


If, like his brother the duke, Adrian carried an old-­fashioned quizzing glass in his coat pocket, Jane rather thought he’d be surveying the Honorable Mr. Gilford through it right about now.


To her reluctant amusement, the young man who she’d begun to believe was entirely unflappable began to redden under Adrian’s scrutiny.


“I,” he began, running a finger under his collar, “that is to say . . . dash it, she doesn’t mind. Do you, Miss Halliwell?”


Adrian let out a sound of exasperation.


“I don’t mind it, sir.”


At that one little word “sir,” understanding dawned on the young man’s face.


“Dash it all, Miss Halliwell, I am sorry. I didn’t think.”


Though being addressed as Miss H hadn’t particularly bothered Jane, if Lady Gilford overheard her son behaving so familiarly with his sister’s governess, it would be Jane and not Will she blamed.


Even so, Jane didn’t appreciate Lord Adrian’s interference in the matter. If she’d realized when she’d been mooning over Adrian in Rome just how high-handed he’d later become, the knowledge would have gone a good way toward dampening her ardor.


“I see my mother gesturing to me from the other side of the room.” Will gave a quick bow and absented himself with the speed of a criminal pursued by a policeman. Perhaps he’d seen the imaginary storm clouds hovering over Jane’s head.


Mindful to keep the bland expression on her face, she lowered her voice and hissed at her companion, “What was the meaning of that, Lord Adrian?”


[image: Illustration]


When, upon his arrival in the drawing room, Adrian had spotted Jane in conversation with the handsome—and it must be admitted good-natured—Will Gilford, he’d felt an unfamiliar stab of jealousy. He’d noticed when he’d seen her nearly two years ago at Langham Abbey that Jane had grown into a beautiful and delightfully curvaceous woman. But he’d hardly lost his heart—he hadn’t had a real conversation with her in years. Even so, he felt an urge to warn the younger man off.


What he should have done—after all, he was at Gilford House to oversee the gathering of some of the most impor­tant foreign dignitaries to ever set foot on British soil—was ignore the chatting pair and turn his attention to the group of guests conversing near the fireplace. Instead, he’d made a beeline for the tucked-away corner where Jane and Will stood. And promptly raised the lady’s hackles.


He was sorry that he’d no doubt embarrassed her, but he wasn’t sorry for Will’s departure.


“What was the meaning of that, Lord Adrian?” she hissed, her expression bland with the exception of her eyes, which were narrowed with fury. “Are you so high in the instep now that you must embarrass me before the son of my employers? Lady Gilford thought me enough of a lady to mix with her guests this evening, but perhaps that isn’t good enough for the son and brother of a duke?”


Ignoring the way her anger heightened the color in her cheeks in a most becoming manner, he instead turned his attention to her words. Feeling another pang of regret, he said, “I had no intention of embarrassing you, Miss Halliwell. Indeed, my words were intended to rebuke only Mr. Gilford, who, though he no doubt means well, was making you uncomfortable.”


Her small sigh told him he hadn’t guessed wrong about her unease at the casual way the young man had addressed her. “Perhaps he was,” she admitted, “but that wasn’t an invitation for you to embarrass us both by rebuking him. I have few enough friends these days. Now one of my only allies in this family will no doubt avoid me the next time we are in company together.”


“Lord Gilford said he offered to let you live with the family as a guest,” Adrian said with a frown. “Why would you choose to work as their governess when you don’t have to, for pity’s sake?”


For a moment, Jane let her irritation show. “Perhaps you’ve never been around a family with a poor relation living with them, but I have. If I am going to live with another family that is not my own, I will do so as a paid employee rather than as an unpaid one.”


He opened his mouth to object, but she continued before he could speak. “You’ve met Lady Gilford. Do you honestly believe she would take kindly to having an unmarried young lady of no relation to either herself or Lord Gilford living as a permanent guest? She is contemptuous enough of me as Margaret’s governess. I can only imagine how much worse it would be if I were not an employee. At least having an occupation means she cannot accuse me of sponging.”


There was a great deal he wanted to ask her about how Lady Gilford treated her, but at that moment, he saw the American attaché, Benjamin Woodward, approaching them. “Lord Adrian,” the dark-haired man said with a hearty clap on Adrian’s shoulder, “I might have known you’d find the most beautiful lady in the room and hide her from the rest of us. I insist you must introduce me at once.”


It wasn’t that he disliked Woodward, Adrian thought grimly. He’d known the man for some years since they had both been working in their respective countries’ embassies in Paris when Adrian first went to work for the Foreign Office. Adrian also suspected that like himself, Woodward did some type of work for his government that was of the covert variety. Even so, they were friends of a sort and under different circumstances he might have been happy to introduce the man to Jane. Circumstances in which the fellow—who was a bit of a lothario—was safely married and so in love that he would never think of straying. Alas, those circumstances were not present today.


Biting back his frustration, he told himself to stop being an ass and made the introductions. “Miss Jane Halliwell, allow me to present Mr. Benjamin Woodward, attaché to the American ambassador.”


He watched with resignation as Jane curtsied to the American, who bowed smoothly and pressed a kiss on the back of her gloved hand.


“If all English ladies are this charming, Miss Halliwell,” Woodward said with a smile, “I am surprised my ancestors were so eager to revolt against your country.”


Jane’s lips twitched in amusement. “I believe it had something to do with taxation without representation, Mr. Woodward. Though far be it for me to educate you about your own national history. I have a feeling it’s rather a requirement for one in your occupation.”


“A lady of education as well as beauty.” Woodward turned to Adrian and drawled, “I am now doubly annoyed at your failure to introduce us sooner, my lord. When I think of the time we might have spent discussing the political reasons for the revolution, I am positively livid.” His eyes twinkled with mirth despite his words and Adrian could tell from the way she smiled that Jane was charmed.


Damned Woodward and his flirtations.


“So sorry to have disappointed you, Woodward,” Adrian said dryly.


He was saved from listening to more of his American friend’s repartee with Jane by the lady herself.


“I see Lord Payne is here,” she said with a smile that Adrian knew wasn’t meant for him or Woodward. “He was a dear friend of my father’s and I remember him fondly from our time in Rome. I hope the two of you will excuse me so that I may go greet him.”


After a curtsy that was meant for both men, she hurried to the other side of the room.


Once she was gone, Adrian turned to the American.


“You are not to attempt to add her to your list of conquests, Woodward,” he said in a low voice to the other man before he could think better of it. “She is not that sort of—”


Woodward raised his hands as if in surrender. “No need to raise your hackles at me, old sport. I would never poach on your territory.”


“She’s not a damned game preserve, Woodward,” Adrian said scowling. “And she’s not mine. I was a colleague of her late father, and we know one another a little from that time, and I simply do not wish her to be trifled with.”


The sound Woodward made indicated just what he thought of that assertion. “I wasn’t breeched yesterday, friend. I know what it sounds like when a man is warning me off of a woman he’s interested in. But if you wish to protest again I won’t argue with you.”


It was just like Woodward, who considered himself an expert at sussing out what secrets others may be harboring, to see some romantic connection between Jane and Adrian. But in this instance, the man was simply wrong. In truth, Adrian had forgotten Jane Halliwell existed until he’d run into her at Langham Abbey. Her attitude toward him then had been his first clue that she held him in contempt for some reason. And for the life of him he couldn’t recall what he might have done to give her such a strong dislike for him.


That was a mystery to be solved later, he reminded himself. For now, he needed only to ensure that she wasn’t treated like fair game by men like Woodward, who was known for his discreet but plentiful affairs.


“Believe what you want regarding my reasons for telling you to leave her alone,” he said now to Woodward. “But I am deadly serious. She’s had enough trouble in the past few years to last a lifetime. And if you aren’t afraid of my wrath, there is Lord Gilford’s to consider.”
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