
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2019 by Amy Jarecki

            Cover design by Elizabeth Turner Stokes

Cover illustration by Craig White

Cover copyright © 2019 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104
read-forever.com 
twitter.com/readforeverpub 

            First ebook edition: June 2019

            Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBNs: 978-1-5387-1602-1 (mass market), 978-1-5387-1601-4 (ebook)

            E3-20190513-DANF

         

      

   


    Table of Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Chapter One

   	Chapter Two

   	Chapter Three

   	Chapter Four

   	Chapter Five

   	Chapter Six

   	Chapter Seven

   	Chapter Eight

   	Chapter Nine

   	Chapter Ten

   	Chapter Eleven

   	Chapter Twelve

   	Chapter Thirteen

   	Chapter Fourteen

   	Chapter Fifteen

   	Chapter Sixteen

   	Chapter Seventeen

   	Chapter Eighteen

   	Chapter Nineteen

   	Chapter Twenty

   	Chapter Twenty-One

   	Chapter Twenty-Two

   	Chapter Twenty-Three

   	Chapter Twenty-Four

   	Chapter Twenty-Five

   	Chapter Twenty-Six

   	Chapter Twenty-Seven

   	Chapter Twenty-Eight

   	Chapter Twenty-Nine

   	Chapter Thirty

   	Chapter Thirty-One

   	Chapter Thirty-Two

   	Chapter Thirty-Three

   	Chapter Thirty-Four

   	Chapter Thirty-Five

   	Chapter Thirty-Six

   	Chapter Thirty-Seven

   	Chapter Thirty-Eight

   	Chapter Thirty-Nine

   	Author’s Note

   	Acknowledgments

   	Discover More

   	About the Author

   	Also by Amy Jarecki

   	Praise for Amy Jarecki




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            To the best parents in the world.

             

            They gave me every opportunity they could afford and encouraged me to step outside the norm and stretch my boundaries. Mom wanted me to be an oboist. Dad wanted me to be a professional golfer. Neither wanted me to be an author, but they love me anyway. Both of my parents enjoyed enriching lives and Mom was given the Lifetime Achievement Award by her alma mater, Whitman College, in 2016. Dad was an aerial photographer in the Korean War and an elementary school principal. He was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s in 2004, yet by strength of mind, his decline has been very slow. Mom fell twice in the past two years, first breaking her hip, then her pelvis. She now has dementia. It is difficult to see one’s parents go into decline, but important to remember and respect their achievements, their strength of character, their support and love. I’ll never forget Dad singing with me at the top of his lungs in the car or Mom taking me to the theater where she was directing a Pirates of Penzance (and I had every word memorized). Thank you, Mom and Dad. You are treasured in my heart always.
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            Chapter One

         

         Kensington Palace, London, 1st April 1713

         Evelyn hesitated before she accepted the glass of honeyed lemon juice from the Frenchman. A royal ball was no place to demonstrate malcontent, so she held her drink aloft in a halfhearted toast while turning her head away from the crowd. “I wonder how many people suffered to bring us the queen’s latest fancy.”

         Mr. Claude Dubois took a drink for himself and returned her gesture with an arch of a wiry eyebrow. “You grow bold, my lady.”

         “I am impatient.”

         “The bane of youth.” As Dubois spoke, his keen gaze scanned the ballroom. “Tell me, what news from Nottingham?” In truth, the French emissary inquired as to the present status of her father’s corrupt dealings.

         Evelyn sipped her drink, the tartness tickling the recesses of her jaw. “Nothing of late. Though I expect mail in a fortnight.” With these words she confirmed a shipment arriving from one of the Duke of Kingston-upon-Hull’s many vessels.

         “Are you anticipating anything of particular interest?” he asked, not surprisingly. The Frenchman’s influence in the past year had been instrumental in raising support for the Jacobite cause, which included Evelyn’s particular passion: to end the aristocracy’s misuse of power. She herself had witnessed the devastating effects of her very father’s treachery.

         Checking over her shoulder, Evelyn confirmed no eavesdroppers lurked nearby. “Silk.”

         “Hmm.” Mr. Dubois snatched a savory pastry from a passing footman’s tray and popped it into his mouth. “At least it is not wool. And thank heavens for your fine work, my lady. If those two ships laden with wool had been smuggled into England without paying import duties, Scottish crofters would have gone hungry for an entire year.”

         Buoyed by a sense of achievement, Evelyn followed the emissary’s line of sight to her father—Hull, as his peers called him. Beside Papa stood a well-dressed courtier with whom the duke was deep in conversation. Finding her father’s companion to be an unusually attractive gentleman, she drew in a sharp breath. Truly, he might possibly be the most striking man she’d ever seen. A head taller than Papa, he wore a fashionable blond periwig and an expertly tailored suit of blue silk. And by the breadth of his shoulders, he appeared as if he could challenge any man in the hall to a duel of swords and win. Obviously a peer, the courtier had neither hair nor thread out of place.

         “My,” she said, the admiration in her tone unmasked. “Perhaps the ball will not be dull after all.”

         Mr. Dubois turned his back to the object of her admiration. “Do you have any clue who that is having a word with your father?”

         Evelyn licked the sweet tartness from her lips. “I cannot say I do.”

         “Alors, he has been away since your arrival in London. Though now he has returned, I imagine your path will cross with the Secretary of State for Scotland now and again.”

         She nearly choked on her next sip. “That is the Earl of Mar?” Yes, John Erskine was oft in the papers—but not in a good way. The Highlander sat on Queen Anne’s cabinet and had to be one of the absolute last men Evelyn would ever trust.

         “Bobbin’ John, the Scots call him. I’m surprised to see the man so soon. His wife’s death was a shocking loss.”

         “He’s a widower?” Unable to help herself, Evelyn stole another glance at Mar. In fact, it was all she could do not to openly gawk. No, she’d never met a man such as he. Beautiful, yet masculine. His face youthful, yet sophisticated and wise. The inability to put her finger on what made the earl more alluring caused her to stare more. “Poor man.”

         “Poor boys.”

         “He has children?”

         “Two young sons.”

         “It must be devastating for them all. And the boys left without a mother.” Attempting to mask her overt staring, Evelyn took another sip of lemon juice and watched the man from behind her glass. “I quite expected the Earl of Mar to be a short, gaunt man of advanced age, but he is rather imposing, is he not?”

         Mr. Dubois’s stout stature better reflected her imaginings. “I have no doubt he will soon be the most eligible widower in Britain if he is not already. ’Tis a shame no one knows for certain where his loyalties lie.”

         “Hmm.” Evelyn forced herself to look at the French emissary, who now appeared far more wizened than he had two minutes ago. “I was merely appreciating the workmanship of Mar’s tailor. A man with the earl’s vacillating politics could never be of interest to me.”

         “I would think no less, though you’d be hard-pressed to find a husband with more influence over the crown.” Mr. Dubois grinned and deviously waggled his gray brows. “Imagine the mischief in which you might embroil yourself under his roof.”

         If only they weren’t at a ball with dozens of nobles surrounding them in courtly finery, she might have thwacked the Frenchman with her fan. “Is my father’s roof not enough?”

         “Pray, what is your age, my lady? You will have no choice but to marry soon.” Dubois knew her age.

         “I’m in no hurry,” she said as Papa nodded at her, his gray periwig shifting with the movement.

         “See there, the duke is coming this way. Oh my, that is interesting. Mar is on his heels. I’ll bid you bonsoir.” Mr. Dubois bowed. “My lady.”

         She curtsied. “Monsieur.”

         “There you are, my dear.” Father approached, grinning as if he had embarked upon a profitable scheme with the nobleman. “Allow me to introduce the Earl of Mar.”

         Evelyn’s gaze shifted to the man. With a sharp squeeze of her stomach, a gasp slipped through her lips before she had a chance to suppress her reaction.

         Beneath a striking slash of brows, hawkish blue eyes stared at her with the intensity of a pointer homing in on his prey, yet his gaze was guarded, tormented, or wounded by something devastating. That such a tall and braw man might be cut to the quick by anyone was beyond Evelyn’s imagination. He must have truly loved his wife. And yet, if her intuition was right, there appeared to be more underlying this man’s grief. Something layered and complex.

         After a pause, which for all Evelyn knew may have lasted ten minutes while she pondered the possibilities of her assessment, the corners of Mar’s lips turned upward—a polite smile but still guarded. He stepped forward, grasped her hand, and applied a well-practiced kiss. A bit of a breeze must have wafted through the air, because she was suddenly bathed in a delicious fragrance. Clean. Masculine. A hint of the sea. Warm lips whispered over the back of her hand, sending tingles up her arm.

         And when he straightened, Evelyn leaned forward just to sample his scent once again. “M’lady, ’tis a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said with a deep, rolling burr. He might be dressed as an Englishman, but there was no questioning this man’s Scottish pedigree.

         Evelyn drew her hand from his grasp and quickly snapped open her fan to cool the sudden blast of heat beneath her stomacher. “And yours, my lord. May I be so bold as to express my sympathy for your loss.”

         After giving a nod, the earl winced and shifted his gaze aside.

         Father rubbed his signet ring on his lapel—a habit which oft expressed his unease. “Mar has returned to London at the queen’s request.”

         “I’m sorry to hear it,” Evelyn said.

         “The queen’s business rests for no one.” With his next breath, Mar assumed an air of unreadable pleasantry. “Ah, the orchestra has returned. Would you do me the honor of a dance, m’lady?”

         The speed at which she fluttered her fan grew more vigorous. “Dance?” Evelyn didn’t want to dance with the earl. As a queen’s man, he represented everything she despised. Moreover, he must be in his midthirties, perhaps fourteen years her senior. And, bless it, he made her too self-aware.

         “Her Ladyship would be delighted,” her father answered, curse him.

         Mar slid his fingers down the meticulously embroidered filigree along his doublet. “I wouldn’t want to supplant someone else.”

         “This dance is presently not promised to any other gentleman.” Snapping her fan shut, Evelyn tucked it into the hidden pocket designed by her modiste. If nothing else, she might gain a tidbit of useful knowledge. Mr. Dubois said one must draw near those with opposing views and come to know them well. “Shall we?”

         “M’lady.”

         Reluctantly, she placed her fingers atop Mar’s forearm while he led her to the center of the ballroom. Good Lord, his muscles were like steel beneath his silk doublet. Worse, the silence between them stretched uncomfortably.

         She watched him out of the corner of her eye—a wolf in sheep’s clothing. What had he been thinking when he’d signed his name to the Act of Union to subjugate his native Scotland to England? Was he completely oblivious to the needs of the common man? Most likely, he was. Could there be a man more politically flawed? Her father suffered from the same highbrow affliction, after all.

         “Are you enjoying the All Fools’ Day Ball?” Mar asked, stepping across from her and joining the men’s line.

         She almost laughed aloud at the irony. “I am.” Though enjoy mightn’t be the right word. Amused was more apropos.

         An accursed minuet began, one that would ensure they danced hand in hand throughout.

         Poised like a man who’d spent the greater part of the past decade at court, he seemed oblivious to her discontent. “Your father tells me this is your first season in London.”

         “It is, though Father has brought me to Town many times before.” The eldest of three girls with no living mother, Evelyn had avoided making her debut. But having reached her majority, Papa had insisted this was the year for her to come out. Though expected to marry well, she was in no hurry whatsoever, especially now she was in the employ of Mr. Dubois.

         “Do you like Town?” Mar asked.

         “I suppose, though if I had to choose, the countryside is more pleasant.”

         “How so?”

         Goodness, the earl was full of questions. Why couldn’t he simply enjoy the dance or the music or the hall, or do anything aside from make idle chat?

         “For starters,” she said, “a woman can breathe deeply in a pastoral setting without enduring the disagreeable odors that come with humanity living in close proximity.”

         “I agree with you there.” Together they executed a half turn. “Though I’d think a young lady such as yourself would enjoy the access to the shopping one finds only in London.”

         Evelyn touched her palm to his as they promenaded. His hand was a great deal larger than hers. Quite warm as well. “Nottingham has most everything I need. And I prefer my modiste there.”

         He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye—not a glance, precisely. It was more like an examination. “A practical woman. I commend you.”

         If she’d known he’d reply favorably to her response, Evelyn would have sworn she adored to shop endlessly.

         “What is it you enjoy doing most of all?” he asked.

         Spying on people like you. A sly grin played on her lips. Aside from her talent at snooping, one of Evelyn’s favorite pastimes was gardening. She loved to dig in the earth and make beautiful flowers grow. “Horticulture.”

         “Another surprise.” Mar led her around in a circle. “What is your favorite flower?”

         “The dog rose.” Without hesitation, she stared straight ahead and spoke aloud a secret Jacobite symbol. Prolific in the Highlands of Scotland, the dog rose was far from the most beautiful, but it carried with it great meaning. Pinned to a man’s lapel, the flower told those committed to the Jacobite cause the wearer supported Prince James as the first in the succession and the rightful heir to the throne.

         If Mar was aware of the dog rose’s significance, he didn’t let on. “Pink or white?”

         She smirked. “White, of course.”

         By the grace of God, the minuet came to an end and, hopefully, Mar’s interrogation with it. She curtsied while His Lordship bowed. “Thank you, my lord. Your dancing is truly as polished as your mien.”

         
            


         

         John awoke the next morning with a minuet humming in his head, accompanying visions of Lady Evelyn Pierrepont. Though she’d not been what he expected, the memory of the young woman was a pleasant respite from his persistent woes. She seemed such a level-headed lass and her father quite keen to see her wed.

         Eleven years ago, John had followed his heart and married a woman with whom he’d fallen deeply and irrevocably in love. Even though his father had left him saddled with debt, John had proposed to Margaret because he couldn’t imagine himself with any other woman. Regrettably, he still could not.

         And now she was gone…their two young boys left without a mother.

         John sighed and looked to the bed-curtains above.

         Lady Evelyn was a handsome woman. Not the beauty Margaret had been, but well proportioned and stately. The daughter of a duke, she would be more than acceptable as a candidate to assume the role of stepmother and countess. A woman who preferred a pastoral life, who was practical and even-tempered, would suit his needs ideally. And Her Ladyship came with a generous dowry. If all went as planned, at last John would be free of his father’s creditors and loosen the chains Queen Anne had around his neck. How he longed to lessen his courtly duties in London and spend more time at his Scottish estate in Alloa. Invest some real capital into his coal mine and improve conditions for clan and kin.

         Aye, Lady Evelyn’s brunette locks had shimmered beneath the chandeliers like polished mahogany—quite a change from Margaret’s blonde. Thank heavens. John could never bear to marry anyone who looked like his bonny lass. Her Ladyship posed a picture of everything Margaret was not—full-figured, English, shocking turquoise eyes, a heart-shaped face, and, most importantly, she was the daughter of a wealthy duke.

         John stretched. Nay, ’twas not a decision to be made in haste. Yet, on the other hand, his creditors would see things differently. What was the purpose of waiting? To continue to draw out his misery? Hell, his misery would linger forever no matter the decisions he made.

         Nonetheless, to be shed of Da’s debts would bring a peace of mind John had never known. I cannot and will not leave such a burden to my sons.

         John’s father had died at the age of eight and thirty. And one year from now, John would be the same age. It was nigh time to ensure his estate was set to rights and be rid of the debt that had plagued him for so many years.

         With his thought, the door burst open. Squealing with laughter, Thomas, aged nine, shoved past his younger brother, dashed into the chamber, and took a flying leap onto the mattress.

         “Da! Why are you still abed?”

         John wrapped his arm around the lad’s shoulders and scrubbed his knuckles into his mop of unruly blond locks—the same color Margaret’s had been. “Because I like to sleep, ye wee whelp.”

         Squealing with glee, Thomas scrambled aside while John hefted Oliver onto the bed. At the age of five, the youngest was a tad undersized but otherwise healthy and as sharp as the blade on John’s dirk. “And how are you, son?”

         The splay of freckles on Oliver’s nose stretched with the lad’s grin—not as wide as it once was before the death of his mother, but the boys were proving more resilient every day. “Ready to sail boats in Hyde Park.”

         “Och aye?” John looked between the two, both staring at him with hopeful faces bearing painful resemblance to their mother. “You’ve broken your fast? You’ve washed? You’ve completed your lessons?”

         Thomas sat upright and batted a pillow. “’Tis Saturday, Da.”

         “Och, there’s no better time to review what you learned during the week than Saturday morn before an outing.” John pulled himself up and leaned against the headboard. “First I’ve an errand to run. That will give you plenty of time to eat, wash your faces, and review your lessons. We’ll take luncheon here and then spend the entire afternoon with our wee boats.”

         Oliver’s bottom lip jutted out. “But Da, I want to go now.”

         “Work before play. You’d best learn such discipline directly, else you’ll not succeed when you grow older.”

         “Forgive me, m’lord.” MacVie, the valet, cleared his throat from the servants’ entrance. “Mrs. Kerr said the lads got away afore she woke.”

         John wrapped an arm around each of his boys’ shoulders. “Not to worry. There’s no better way to greet the morn than with the laughter of my sons.” He gave them a squeeze. “Now off with you. I’ll return by the noon hour.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Frances waltzed across the floor while Evelyn watched her sister from the reflection in the looking glass. “I’m fifteen. Papa should have let me attend the ball. It just isn’t fair for you to have all the fun.”

         “You think you are excluded from everything?” Phoebe complained from her position lying on her side across the bed. “Try being the youngest. I’m never invited to do anything.”

         “Mind you, royal balls are full of pompous old men who are only in attendance to impress the queen.” Evelyn cringed as her lady’s maid dragged a comb through the tangle remaining from last night’s coiffure. “Ow.”

         Lucinda withdrew the comb and began at the ends. “Forgive me, my lady. But you should have let me brush this out last eve.”

         Frances twirled up to the toilette, shoving her face in the mirror and twisting her brown locks atop her head. “I think I’d look divine with a pile of curls entwined with yellow ribbon.”

         “I think you’d look ridiculous,” said Phoebe.

         Evelyn glanced over her shoulder at her youngest sister, who had recently enjoyed her twelfth birthday. “Oh, really? You should have told me I looked ridiculous before I left for the ball and was presented to the queen.”

         Phoebe pushed up on her elbow. “I didn’t say you looked ridiculous, but Frances has a thinner face and—”

         “Beg your pardon, my lady,” a footman’s voice rumbled through the timbers. “You have a caller.”

         Brutus, the old Corgi, didn’t quite raise his head from the mat in front of the hearth, but he managed an unconvincing growl.

         “A caller?” Frances dashed across the floor and opened the door wide, regardless that Evelyn was still wearing her robe. “Is it a lady caller or a gentleman caller?”

         The footman cleared his throat. “His Grace requests Lady Evelyn’s presence in the parlor straightaway.”

         “But who is here?” asked Phoebe and Frances in tandem.

         “’Tis the Earl of Mar.”

         Thank heavens her sisters’ eyes were turned toward the messenger, because Evelyn nearly fell off her stool.

         As the footman turned away, Frances shut the door, whipped around, and gave an accusing snort. “You said the ball was dull and pallid.”

         Quickly averting her gaze to the mirror, Evelyn casually pulled the stopper from a bottle of perfume and sniffed. “And I still say so.”

         “Then why is an earl calling, and at this hour?” asked Frances.

         “I have absolutely no idea.” Evelyn hastily dabbed the fragrance on her neck. “I need a moment to breathe before I face the likes of Mar. Both of you, go busy yourselves elsewhere.”

         Phoebe slid off the bed. “But—”

         The bottle nearly tipped over as she replaced the stopper. “Go, I said. With the pair of you twittering like finches, I can scarcely think.”

         Lucinda stepped back, brandishing her comb. “What would you have me do with your hair, my lady?”

         “Twist it into a chignon and put a few pins in it. I am by no means worried about impressing the man.”

         “No?” asked the lady’s maid, setting to work. “Is the earl old and crusty?”

         If Mar were old and crusty, Evelyn’s stomach wouldn’t be entertaining a dozen leaping lords. “He’s a widower,” she replied, as if that explained everything.

         “Well, I’ll have you set to rights in no time, not to worry, and the blue day dress ought to suit.”

         Usually Lucinda’s efficiency was a boon, but today her deft fingers were maddening. If only the maid would have dropped the hairpins or broken the laces on Evelyn’s stays or ripped a hole in her skirts or spilled the ewer of water down the front of her gown, she might have an excuse to send her apologies to the earl.

         But in no time, she was presentable and walking out her chamber door.

         Whyever was the earl here? There were all manner of lovely and marriageable gentlewomen at the ball, why in heaven’s name had Mar come to see her? Surely he didn’t have a mind to court her. They were utterly, unquestionably, unimaginably incompatible.

         While she proceeded to the parlor, Evelyn considered his every plausible excuse. Had he seen her speaking with Mr. Dubois? Was he suspicious of her ties with the Jacobites—had she been too bold mentioning the dog rose? Did he know that a fortnight past she had informed the French emissary to the exiled Stuart prince about her father’s shipments from the Orient—cargo which in turn would lower the prices of British goods, thus putting in jeopardy the incomes of local laborers?

         How could he? Even though he is the Secretary of State for Scotland, Mar has only recently returned to London.

         Perhaps he had come to see Father, and the duke had contrived some silly reason to send for her. Moreover, by the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, she was convinced Mar wasn’t as tall as she had remembered or as handsome or as well mannered.

         Remember his politics.

         “Ah, here she is, my lovely eldest,” said Papa, opening his arms and smiling as brightly as he had done last night. “Do you remember His Lordship, my dear?”

         How could she forget? Mar not only had danced with her once, he’d persuaded her to the floor five times. Unheard of! And every time they’d danced he asked so many questions, Evelyn hadn’t managed to inquire about a single of his interests. Not that she cared a fig about whatever amused him.

         Every bit as tall and far handsomer than he’d been last eve, Mar stepped from behind a chair and bowed. “’Tis delightful to see you again, m’lady.” Adding to his allure, the Highlander wore a kilt and had clubbed his hair back rather than wear a periwig. Bare knees with scarlet garters held his stockings in place. How on earth was she to resist such masculinity when he donned red-and-black plaid?

         Before Evelyn managed to look away, His Lordship produced a bouquet of white roses from behind his back. “Regrettably, no street vendor in London was selling dog roses. I hope these blooms will suffice until I can procure your favorite. They tell me these are called Great Maiden’s Blush, which I find quite uncharacteristic since they’re white without a single trace of pink.”

         Oh dear, what was the swaying feeling in the pit of her stomach? A dozen beautiful, heavenly blooms presented by a man with the deepest brogue she’d ever heard. “This variety comes in white and pink.” In truth, Evelyn far preferred these full blossoms to plain, five-petaled dog roses. But she couldn’t admit to it now. “These are magnificent,” she said, her voice full of sincerity as she accepted the gift and breathed in their rich fragrance.

         “I say, dear, do you not grow these very blooms in Thoresby Hall’s gardens?” asked Papa.

         “I do.” Deciding it best to concede on one point, she added, “Truly, I enjoy roses of all sorts.”

         “That’s right, Mar,” said the duke, “and you should see the wisteria trellises Lady Evelyn has nurtured. My master gardener has had quite an invested student over the years.”

         At the mention of the former gardener at Thoresby Hall, Evelyn’s pulse pounded at her temples. Throughout his life, Mr. Wilson had been a faithful servant to the Pierreponts. Under the tenure of three dukes, he’d lovingly cared for the expansive gardens at Thoresby Hall. He’d taken Evelyn under his wing and taught her everything from soil to flowers to herbs and pruning. But when he’d fallen ill and a few weeds had sprouted in the flower beds, her father had dismissed him without a pension and no way to support himself.

         The earl slid his foot forward and bowed again, distracting Evelyn from her thoughts and drawing notice to the sgian dubh peeking above his garter. “I’m glad not to disappoint.”

         “I’ve ordered tea and cakes. Please, sit and enjoy each other’s company.” Papa gestured to the settee. “Regrettably, I have some urgent correspondence I must attend.”

         Drawing her hand to her chest, Evelyn took a step back. “But—”

         “Perhaps one cup of tea.” Mar gave the duke a nod, then faced her with a smile warm enough to melt butter in a snowstorm. “I’m afraid I cannot stay long.”

         Feeling cornered, she had no choice but to sit on the blasted couch, from where she always poured the tea. And there was no opportunity to shift the table over to the chair because the housemaid promptly walked into the parlor carrying the tea service. What was Evelyn’s father thinking, leaving her alone in the parlor with a man? Mar might be a trusted friend, but heaven forbid someone outside the house learn of this little chat.

         She gave the maid the flowers before she took her seat. “Would you please replace the lilies on the mantel with these lovely roses?”

         “Straightaway, my lady.”

         Mar slid onto the settee beside her. “I hope I’m not intruding. I meant to leave the roses with my card and a note, but your father invited me in.”

         “Not at all.” What else could she say? Yes, your presence in my house is awkward and disconcerting and I want you to leave. Now, please! She picked up the teapot with such vigor, a bit of liquid spilled from the spout.

         The earl seemed not to notice as he sat very erect, his feet firmly planted on the floor. Out of the corner of her eye, it was impossible for Evelyn to keep from staring at the way his kilt hiked up his leg—a very muscular thigh, strewn with tawny hair that looked softer than silk.

         “Did you enjoy the ball last eve?” he asked.

         With a jolt, her gaze snapped to the task at hand while the teacup clanked in the saucer. “It was quite a stately affair.”

         “Aye.” He leaned nearer, his blue eyes focusing on her face as if she were the most diverting person in London. “Stately it was, but that’s not what I asked.”

         How did a man manage to smell like sea breeze? It simply wasn’t natural. Evelyn poured the second cup, managing not to spill or clank anything. For the love of Moses, she’d been pouring tea for years without a single slip. The Earl of Mar had no business making her so self-aware. She vowed to stop her silly nervousness this instant.

         Clearing her throat, Evelyn set the teapot down with perfect control. “It was my first royal ball. I have nothing with which to compare.” She picked up the sugar bowl. “A spoon to sweeten your palate?”

         “Please.” He tapped his foot, making the muscle on his thigh flex. “Is it safe to assume you prefer not to attend balls?”

         Pretending to contemplate his question, she stared at his disconcerting bare knee. If only she could touch his skin to see if it was as hard as it looked. “I-I’d say yes. I am particularly disinterested in attending balls that cater only to the nobility.” After preparing the earl’s tea, she handed him the cup and saucer, their fingers brushing slightly.

         Mar took in a sharp breath—or had it been her own inhalation? Evelyn shifted her gaze to his eyes—they grew darker.

         “Ah, yes.” He sipped and set the cup on the table. “You prefer a pastoral life—flowers, and, shall we say, country dances?”

         “If you’d like.”

         “Well, then I’d reckon you’d be quite comfortable at a Highland ceilidh.”

         “A kay-lee?” she asked, phonetically pronouncing the Gaelic word.

         “’Tis the Scottish equivalent of a country dance, except it is with clan and kin, and outdoors, weather permitting.” He brushed a hand down his kilt.

         Her gaze slipped to those garters, Scottish daggers tucked in each, but far more distracting were his bare knees. Scandalous. “Does the weather ever cooperate in Scotland?” she asked.

         “On occasion, but never when it is important.”

         Drawing her fingers to her mouth, Evelyn covered a sudden urge to laugh. In no way should she encourage him. She inclined her head to the windows, through which beamed rays of sunlight. “’Tis a shame you’re not in Scotland, my lord. Today appears to be ideal for a Highland gathering.”

         “It is a fine day. And London is abloom with flowers at the moment.”

         “It certainly is. Hyde Park is awash in a carpet of bluebells and enormous plots of daffodils.”

         “Hyde Park?” He reached for a tiny cake and popped it into his mouth. “Why, I’m sailing boats with my lads there this very afternoon. You ought to come along and enjoy the flowers.”

         “Oh, I couldn’t.”

         “Why not?” Phoebe’s rather loud voice came from the corridor.

         Ready to melt into a puddle of mortification, Evelyn met the earl’s amused gaze. “I must apologize for my sister.” She stood, marched across the floor, and flung open the door. “Lady Phoebe, it is very impolite to eavesdrop!”

         “But Frances told me to—”

         Evelyn threw up her hands. “You’ve never done anything your sister has asked you to do before. Why start now?”

         “I-I…” Phoebe shot a panicked glance to the earl. “But going to the park today and sailing boats would be fantastically diverting.”

         “That settles it.” Mar stood and met them at the door. “My sons and I will bring the carriage around for both of you bonny lassies at half past one.” He bowed to Evelyn’s sister. “Lady Phoebe, it is lovely to make your acquaintance.”

         The vixen curtsied and blushed scarlet. “Thank you, my lord.”

         “I truly am sorry for my sister’s impolite behavior, Your Lordship.” Evelyn shot the holy terror a heated glare. “By no means should you feel obligated to escort us to the park today or any day, for that matter.”

         “Och, the lads will welcome the company.” He gave a hasty bow. “And I will look forward to it as well.”

         Evelyn curtsied and watched the Earl of Mar take his leave. Her day had just gone from bad to worse. She focused her ire on Phoebe. “Exactly what were you thinking, first listening in and, secondly, blurting out ‘why not’ loud enough to wake the dead? If you’re going to eavesdrop, you must be able to exercise a modicum of control over your person.”

         The shrew toyed with the bauble hanging from her necklace. “I’m sorry.”

         “Sorry? You sound as sincere as a traveling peddler. Now we have to go to the park and sail toy boats with a pair of juvenile lads whom we’ve never met.”

         “But we’ve played with our cousins at Thoresby Hall. They’re boys.”

         Evelyn paced. She’d wanted to discourage the earl and have him leave posthaste. “It’s not Mar’s children I’m worried about.”

         “Oh…you do not think the earl wants to marry you, does he?”

         “Most certainly not.” The vase of Great Maiden’s Blush roses on the mantel caught her eye. “You cornered him into extending an invitation this afternoon. Otherwise, I’m certain he would have finished his tea and that would have been the last we’d see of him.”

         “But it’s not.”

         “No.”

         “And the outing will be fun.”

         “Perhaps for you. And I do not want to ever hear you complain about not being invited along again.”

         Phoebe danced over to the vase and made a show of sniffing the roses—all dozen of them. “There are flowers at the park, aaaaand…”

         Evelyn dropped onto the settee and looked to the ceiling. “And what?”

         “Weeeeell…did you see him?”

         “Of course I saw His Lordship. He was the only other person in the parlor.”

         Phoebe fluttered her eyelashes, the tart. “Yes, well, he is rather pleasant to look upon, is he not?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         John’s town coach had been in the family for at least twenty years, and he’d had the undercarriage of the creaking pile of rusty bolts restored twice. The red velvet upholstery had faded to pink, but it was functional and well cared for by his coachman. The carriage had always served his needs, but then he’d never endeavored to court the daughter of a duke.

         Initially, he’d thought inviting Evelyn and her sister to the park was a splendid idea. It would give him a chance to observe the lady’s interactions with his sons as well as help to move along the negotiations with her father. But John may have acted a bit hastily. At the moment, the air inside the carriage was nothing short of stifling and tense. Oliver had welcomed the guests to their outing in stride, but Thomas sat with his arms folded and his face scrunched like an angry prune while he tried his best not to come in contact with Lady Phoebe, who perched between the two lads.

         On the other side of the lass, Oliver had been told twice not to make flatulating noises by snapping his armpit closed against his hand. Poor Lady Phoebe, who had initially chattered happily, after being snubbed by Thomas and repulsed by Oliver, sat like a statue between the two lads, her hands primly folded, her lips pursed as if she didn’t know what to make of the pair of kilted, barbarian Scottish boys.

         To John’s left, Lady Evelyn seemed to be captivated by the passing scenery beyond the window and hadn’t said a word since they’d set out. For a young lady being primed for marriage, she seemed rather reserved, even for an Englishwoman. But then, John wasn’t looking for a hellion. A quiet lady who enjoyed spending her time in the garden ought to suit his needs.

         “Mother always loved the park,” said Thomas, none too cordially.

         John’s heart twisted. It had been three months since Margaret’s death. After two, he’d lifted the requirement for mourning dress for himself and the lads, though nothing but time would serve to heal their loss. And no matter how much John wanted to sit in his library with a bottle of whisky, draperies drawn, he had no alternative but to set the example for his sons and conceal his grief.

         “Aye,” he agreed, but changed the subject before Tom added something even more melancholy. “Lady Phoebe, how long have you been in London?”

         “Merely a fortnight, my lord.”

         “And have you found it invigorating?”

         “I suppose.”

         “Och, you do not sound convincing.”

         The young lass gave her sister an evil eye. “Honestly, there’s been so much ado about Lady Evelyn’s fittings and appearances, I haven’t done much else but read.”

         Lady Evelyn’s gaze finally shifted from the window as she regarded her sister. “Oh please, Phoebe, you’ve had fittings as well.”

         “But nothing like yours.”

         It seemed they all needed respite. John pulled open the curtain on his side and glanced out, relieved to see the park’s towering oak trees as the coach rolled to a stop. “I’m certain when you come of age, you will be equally as busy, Lady Phoebe.” Not waiting for the footman to open the door, he pulled on the latch. “Are you ready for some good sport?”

         “Aye!” Oliver said while Thomas clambered down the steps.

         John followed his eldest and gripped the boy’s shoulder. “I ken you’re eager, but I expect you to assist Lady Phoebe.”

         “Must I?” the lad asked under his breath.

         Evidently, Thomas was in sore need of an adjustment to his priorities. Bending down until his lips were even with his son’s ear, John whispered, “Do it now and erase the scowl from your face, else I shall toss you back inside and order the coachman to take you home.”

         He then took in a deep breath as he straightened and smiled, offering his hand to Lady Evelyn. “I hope you do not mind playing referee, m’lady.”

         “Not at all.”

         Thomas avoided a miserable trip home when he helped Phoebe alight. “We only have three boats.”

         “I’m the privateer!” hollered Oliver, hopping to the ground and running around to the rear of the coach, where the footman had opened the trunk.

         “It is the gentlemanly thing to do to allow Lady Phoebe first choice.” John gestured inside the chest. “We have the Francis Drake, a privateer; the Tortuga, a pirate ship; and the HMS Thistle, which patrols the high seas.” During the long days of mourning, he and the boys had made the schooners all with the same two-masted design.

         As the lass looked over the options, Oliver came up beside her. “You ought to take Her Majesty’s Thistle because it’s for lassies.”

         “Do you prefer the Francis Drake?” Lady Phoebe asked.

         “Aye, ’tis my favorite.”

         “And I’m in a mood to be a pirate,” said Thomas, picking up the Tortuga.

         Evelyn looked over Phoebe’s shoulder. “The Thistle is lovely. I’m sure my sister will be happy with any of them.”

         “’Tis settled, then.” John led the crew to the Serpentine, the park’s loch—or lake, as the English preferred.

         “What are the rules?” asked Lady Phoebe.

         Thomas ran ahead with his brother on his heels. “You move your boat along with a stick and try to beat the others.”

         “Stay well away from the water,” John added. “No pushing or shoving of the enemy’s captain—”

         “We are the captains,” Oliver explained, gesturing to himself with his thumb.

         “You’ll need to stop your boats before you reach the grove.” John peered down the length of the loch. “What landmark can we use for the finish line?”

         Lady Evelyn pointed. “Is that white post down the way a mooring cleat?”

         “Indeed it is.” John gave her an appreciative nod, relieved that the dreary overtones in the coach seemed to disappear with a bit of fresh air. “Sail your boats to the cleat. And be careful not to push them too far from the bank or else they’ll be lost at sea.”

         “Not mine,” said Oliver as if he’d mastered the art of toy boat sailing.

         “I’ll go down and watch the finish line.” Her Ladyship retreated practically at a run.

         After a hasty look to ensure the children were being assisted by the footmen, John started after Evelyn. “I’ll accompany you.”

         By the sudden rigid bent of her shoulders, he sensed she wasn’t enamored with his idea.

         Why would she be averse? Was it their difference in age? That shouldn’t matter. It wasn’t uncommon for a maid to marry a man sixteen years her senior. However, after the lads’ behavior, she might be worried about becoming a stepmother…or marrying a recent widower. Was she fearful? Or did she already have her sights on another?

         But she has only been in London for a fortnight.

         Before John took things further, he needed to find out.

         When he fell in beside her, she glanced up. The sun caught the turquoise of her eyes, making them shimmer as brightly as a peacock. “I believe Lord Thomas would have preferred an afternoon alone with you and Lord Oliver.”

         With the brim of her bonnet upturned, John took the opportunity to study her face more closely. Though she looked nothing like Margaret, the lass had a sultry, perceptive countenance—defined eyebrows, high cheekbones, and sensual lips made striking by the sunlight. Her dark lashes framed her astonishing eyes, making them more vivid. Odd, Margaret’s eyes had never appeared as bright.

         “Lord Tom mightn’t be aware, but in truth, the three of us have had far too much time alone together,” John replied.

         “I know how difficult it is to lose one’s mother. I’m sure you are aware I lost mine to childbed fever. I was the same age as Lord Thomas at the time.”

         Hmm. “I knew she’d passed. I didn’t realize when.”

         “Phoebe’s birth proved too much for Mama. After, I resented my sister until she was two years of age.”

         John knew too well about resentment, except he resented his bloody self. “What happened to change your mind?”

         “Lung sickness. When I realized my infant sister might die, it suddenly became the most important thing in the world to save her. I felt as if I’d brought on her ailment because of my deep-seated animosity. No one could convince me to leave Lady Phoebe’s bedside until she made a full recovery.”

         “I commend your tenacity.”

         “Grief is a complicated emotion. Perhaps Lord Thomas needs more time.”

         A tic twitched in John’s jaw. He didn’t like that Lady Evelyn provided her opinion about his son as if she had any clue what was best. But then again, that was exactly why John needed a wife—to be a stepmother. Rather than argue, he turned the conversation toward Her Ladyship. “Tell me, m’lady, are you apprehensive about the prospect of being courted?”

         Arriving at the post, she stopped and faced him. “Whatever do you mean?”

         “You’ve expressed to me the depth of your attachment to your sister. When you marry, you will no longer be living under the same roof. Eventually Lady Phoebe will find her match as well. To think of such changes must be unnerving for you.”

         “Unnerving?” she asked slowly, as though the idea had crossed her mind for the first time. “Why, yes. I would hate to marry someone who would take me away from my family—all the way to Scotland, perchance.”

         “I see. I would think a Scottish husband would be sensitive to his wife’s need to see her family. And now that the queen has combined English and Scottish parliaments, from November to May all peers must generally reside in London, where you would be sure to see your father and sisters whenever you’d like.”

         “I suppose you’re right. But Scotland is so remote—such a wild place.” As her gaze drifted to his kilt, her lips parted slightly.

         John nearly berated himself for welcoming the lady’s attention. Nearly. Though he would blame himself for Margaret’s death and mourn her loss until he took his last breath, it still made him feel like a man to receive a woman’s notice. “I think you’d be surprised. Edinburgh, in particular, is modern, cultured, and quite diverting.”

         “Do you have lands near Edinburgh?”

         “Not far from. There is easy access from my main residence in Alloa if we sail a galley down the River Forth and into the Firth. We moor at Leith and take a coach or sedan chairs up to the Royal Mile. There’s never a loss for amusements—theater, shopping, whatever you fancy.”

         Her Ladyship chuckled, the sound as sultry as her lips. “Surprising. I would think the city might be brimming with the destitute and infirm. My understanding is Scottish commoners have suffered more from unfair taxation than their English counterparts.”

         “I wouldn’t say that.” John’s gut clenched. Did the lass have a clue as to the depth of her assertion?

         “Of course not,” Evelyn said, looking beyond him. “You are one of the queen’s most trusted ministers.”

         Exactly what did she mean? She had no idea the risks he’d taken to temper some of the most egregious legislation to which he’d ever had the misfortune of being a part. Besides, no gentlewoman bothered to embroil herself in the machinations of politics.

         John knit his brows. “Do you mean to ridicule me?”

         “In no way would I insult a peer. I was simply stating the facts.”

         The more they spoke, the more John suspected Her Ladyship must have another courtier in the wings. Well, that wouldn’t do. He must speak to her father straightaway or lose his chance.

         He followed her gaze to the footpath, where three gentlemen were deep in conversation—two of them allies, though every one a staunch Jacobite—not that any right-minded nobleman heralded his true politics when in London. Truth be told, for obvious reasons, John shared his personal loyalties with no one. But he held the Earl of Seaforth and the Marquis of Tullibardine in high esteem.

         Yet Claude Dubois was an enigma. A high-ranking French dignitary, the man had presented letters from Louis XIV avowing that he’d been sent to Britain as an advisor to Queen Anne. His task was to represent France during the ongoing peace negotiations in the Netherlands. But in John’s observation, whenever the Frenchman was at court, Dubois appeared to engage in more meddling than advising. Moreover, he was the very man with whom Lady Evelyn had been speaking last eve by the refreshment table.

         “Is your father an associate of Mr. Dubois?” John asked. Now that peace with France was practically a foregone conclusion, Kingston-upon-Hull might be moving in early to arrange the transport of imports from France.

         “Um…” She snapped her gaze away. “Oh, look! Well done, Phoebe!”

         Three years older and a good head taller than John’s eldest, Lady Phoebe had taken the lead.

         But by Thomas’s determined effort, he hadn’t given up. “Aye, me hearties, we’ll overtake the queen’s ship and plunder her gold!”

         “No!” Lady Phoebe shrieked, smacking her boat and glancing behind. Thomas was gaining, but poor Oliver had been capsized by a lily pad.

         “Now’s our chance, me hearties!” Tom gave his boat a thwack as Lady Phoebe caught her toe on a rock. Stumbling, the lass threw out her hands and careened to the ground.

         In a blink, John dashed toward her, but she tumbled in the grass, her stick falling into the water, smacking her boat with a forceful prod.

         “Phoebe!” Evelyn shouted, close on John’s heels.

         Just as he reached her, the wee lassie looked up and thrust her finger toward the loch. “Look at the HMS Thistle! She’s heading out to the depths and will soon be swallowed by the Serpentine’s sea monster. Quickly, Evie, you must fetch her.”

         John kneeled beside the child, who lay on her stomach beside the bank. “Do not concern yourself with the wee boat—are you all right, lass?”

         She looked at each of her palms—dirty but not bloodied. “Um…I think so.”

         He offered his hand. “Let me help you to your feet.”

         Once upright, Lady Phoebe winced. “I might have scraped my knee.”

         John glanced back to beckon Lady Evelyn, but she’d picked up a branch and was already fifty paces away, hastening after the HMS Thistle.

         “Does it hurt to take a step?” he asked, wishing she were a lad and wearing a kilt so the scrape would be in plain sight.

         Her Ladyship walked a few paces. “I’m sure it will be fine if I sit down for a bit.”

         John waved to Oliver, who had retrieved his boat. “Take Lady Phoebe to the bench and stay there.”

         “Aye, m’lord.”

         “I won!” Thomas shouted well beyond the mooring cleat.

         “No one is the victor,” John growled at the ruffian. “Especially you—now off to the bench with the others.”

         “Why?”

         John was about to tell the whelp he should have stopped to assist Lady Phoebe, but he hadn’t time. He broke into a run, watching Lady Evelyn, the daughter of a duke, hold on to a tree limb while she inclined her entire body toward the loch, reaching for the bloody HMS Thistle. God’s bones, he should have known better than to name the queen’s boat after a prickly Scottish symbol.

         The bell of her hoopskirt dipped in the water as she reached lower.

         Her Ladyship’s fingers stretched mere inches from the mast.

         If he shouted, would she fall? Bless it, if he didn’t shout, she’d fall for certain. “Stop! I’ll fetch—”

         “Aaack!”

         Ker-splash!

         John’s breath caught in his chest as he bounded into the cold, murky water, shoving lily pads out of his path. He had seconds to wrap his hands around the woman before those heavy skirts pulled her under.

         Splashing wildly, Her Ladyship shrieked as her head dipped below the surface.

         With one enormous lunge, John broke past a web of water weeds and grabbed a wrist. As he planted his feet into the thick silt, he swept his arms beneath her knees and around her back. Gnashing his teeth, he strained against the weight of woolen skirts, and at least five petticoats weighing upwards of twenty stone.

         “I have you,” he growled through clenched teeth while he trudged toward the shore.

         “Pfth,” she sputtered, clutching the damned schooner against her chest. But as the water drained from her clothing, the woman grew considerably lighter. In fact, he rather enjoyed the curve of her hip pressing into his abdomen, the feminine waist cradled against his arm. Truly, Her Ladyship mustn’t be as robust beneath all those skirts as he’d envisioned her to be.

         By the time he stepped on dry land, she’d grown feather light.

         A few steps farther on, Lady Evelyn peered at him over the HMS Thistle’s sails. “You may set me down now.”

         “Are you hurt at all, m’lady?”

         Her teeth chattered. “Aside from my pride being badly bruised, I think I am unharmed.”

         “Perhaps I ought to carry you to the coach. We’ll find a dry cloak for you there.”

         “No, please. I cannot possibly impose on you further.”

         He did as she asked and took the boat from her grasp. Before he stopped himself, John gawked like an ungentlemanly, adolescent lad. The neckline of Lady Evelyn’s gown had shifted, revealing the tips of two very rosy, very erect nipples.

         Within a heartbeat, every one of John’s male instincts took over. Knees turned boneless while another piece of his anatomy hardened. Lord, the woman had the shapeliest breasts he’d ever seen. Skin like cream. Ample bosoms with enough cleavage in which a man might lose himself.

         “Oh, my. You’re soaked clean through as well,” she said, still completely oblivious to her state of undress.

         “Am I?” John cleared his throat, exaggerating the motion of glancing down to her neckline, praying she’d notice, lest he be forced to mention it. “Och…I am.”

         But she looked at him as if he were mad. “Shall we?”

         “Nay.” Again he cleared his throat, this time forcing himself to look at her face. “Not until you’ve adjusted your gown, m’lady.” There were the lads, and then the footmen, and then who knew how many randy men would see Her Ladyship before she was safely behind the door of her bedchamber.

         A round O formed on her lips as she glanced down. “Oh, heavens!” She whipped around and faced the loch, tugging up the wet cloth. “Curses to this miserable gown. The fabric has stretched.”

         John extended his hand but snapped it back. What could he do? He was an expert at removing women’s clothing, not at assembling. And his coat was too wet to be of use to her. “Remain here. I’ll fetch one of the footmen’s doublets and we’ll have you covered in no time.”
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