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            A Very Wintry Afternoon in London

January 1823

         

         I suppose you prefer White’s,” Henry Winslow drawled.

         Robert Carlisle’s gaze drifted from the smoke curling from the tip of his cigar to the man sitting in the leather chair across from him in the smoking room at Brooks’s. Before them, a crackling fire warmed away the chill of the winter afternoon outside the large windows, whose gray sky once more threatened to snow.

         “I prefer here, with the real leaders of England,” Robert corrected casually. “Businessmen and merchants, traders, importers—the men who make England run.”

         “Hear! Hear!” Winslow lifted his glass and gasped softly as he took a swallow.

         Robert popped the cigar between his teeth before Winslow could see his self-satisfied smile. In truth, he preferred Boodle’s, where the gambling required more skill, the stakes were higher, and the women allowed in through the rear entrance were more interesting. But he would gladly flatter the man’s choice of club because he needed Henry Winslow.

         Rather, he needed Winslow Shipping and Trade.

         He eased back in the chair and kicked his Hessians onto the fireplace fender, for all appearances the model of a confident businessman when he was actually anxious as hell. He’d been waiting two years for this. Two years of taking calculated risks to build his wealth and connections, purchasing unproven shares of ships from India and the Far East just so he would have a presence among the men who drove the auctions, buying and selling warehouses full of goods so he could make a name for himself among the traders…all of it coming to this moment. To prospects with the largest merchant company in the British Empire.

         He’d be damned if he let it slip away.

         He drawled as nonchalantly as possible, “I’ve heard that you’re expanding your shipping routes.”

         “Ha!” Winslow flicked his ash onto the floor. “Where did you hear that?”

         “I have good contacts.” The best, in fact. Winslow knew that, too, or he wouldn’t have invited him here in the first place. “I’ve also heard that you’re looking for a partner to help you do it.”

         “I am.” Winslow’s eyes gleamed, appreciating Robert’s bluntness. “I’m looking for new blood to energize my company. Someone with the drive and ambition to make a name for himself.” He pushed himself from his chair and stepped forward to the fire, to take the liberty of grasping the brass poker and stirring up the flames. “I have an extraordinary company, and I need extraordinary men to run it.”

         Robert smiled tightly. Extraordinary, all right.

         Henry Winslow might have been an arrogant braggart, but as England’s most successful businessman, he had every right to be. The sole proprietor of Winslow Shipping and Trade, he was one of the few import merchants who had managed to emerge from the wars wealthier than before. All due to determination, a willingness to risk capital, and good old-fashioned luck. A titan of fortune and power, Winslow had never taken on a partner before, but Robert had thoroughly studied the company and knew that he would be the perfect man for it.

         And that this partnership would be the answer to his prayers.

         “I’m offering a limited share, you understand.” Winslow puffed out his chest, a gesture more propriety than proud. “A small stake. Perhaps seven percent.”

         Robert’s eyes narrowed. Much smaller than he’d hoped. But it would do. For now. “You’ve never taken a partner before. Why now?”

         Winslow stared into the fire. “Changes need to be made. A man who doesn’t recognize when it’s time to adjust his ways might as well retire.” He jabbed the poker at the logs, sending up a shower of sparks. “But the timing of it—daughters.” He heaved a hard breath and shook his head. “How does a businessman ensure a legacy for his family when all he has are daughters?”

         Robert didn’t answer. His own father hadn’t worried about such things. Instead, Richard Carlisle had concerned himself with character, hard work, and devotion to his family, and he never considered his daughter to be any less worthy than his sons. They were all his children, all equally able to earn his pride.

         And Robert was determined to do exactly that. He would become the kind of man his father could take pride in raising, and he would let nothing stop him.

         “Perhaps one of them will marry a gentleman you can bring into your business.” For his own selfish sake, Robert prayed that both Winslow daughters were toothless, bald spinsters well into their third decade and beyond the possibility of marrying ambitious upstarts who might snag this opportunity away from him.

         “Not into my business. Not sons-in-law,” Winslow grumbled as he replaced the poker, then slapped his hands together to remove the soot from his fingers. “You don’t know my daughters, do you, Carlisle?”

         Robert shook his head. His usual female companionship fell more toward experienced widows than spinster daughters of trade merchants.

         “Their reputations precede them, I’m afraid.” Winslow folded his hands behind his back and stared grimly down into the flames, his round belly jutting out. “Their mother died when they were young, only ten and eight. I suppose I should have found them a stepmother who could have raised them into proper young ladies, as my late wife wanted. But the business needed my attention, and there was barely enough time to find an appropriate governess, let alone a wife.” He paused, then admitted, “And in truth, a part of me didn’t want to. It would have felt as if I were attempting to replace my dear Beatrice.”

         Robert understood that. It was why his own mother would never remarry.

         “But now, when I look at my daughters…” Winslow blew out a long-suffering sigh. “I regret that decision.”

         “Are they both out for the season?” Robert asked curiously. Polite conversation was expected. It was also essential that he get to know Winslow better so no surprises would arise later.

         “Yes.” The single word was spoken with grim chagrin. “But it’s their seventh and fifth seasons, and I’m afraid it might be too late.”

         Robert blinked, stunned. Fifth and seventh? Good Lord. He’d never heard of young ladies taking that many seasons to find a husband. Especially heiresses. Even if the two possessed second heads, he couldn’t fathom why fortune hunters weren’t pounding down the man’s door to get to them.

         “Didn’t both of your brothers wed last year?” Winslow inquired, knowing as well as every man in Mayfair that the Carlisle brothers had been picked off one by one. Robert was the last one standing from a threesome that had once been considered the bane of marriage-minded mamas everywhere.

         “They did.” And may God rest their bachelor souls.

         Oh, they both seemed happy enough. Sebastian, especially, appeared more relaxed than he’d been in years, which was all due to his wife, Miranda. The perfect duchess she certainly wasn’t, although she’d proven completely perfect for Sebastian by being nothing he wanted in a wife yet everything he needed in a woman. His brother had gone happily over to the ranks of the enemy, doting on her like a smitten pup. The attention he heaped on her was now made all the worse by her being with child.

         His younger brother, Quinton, was little better. His wife, Annabelle, had him up to his neck in tenant leases, farm improvements, livestock, and crops, yet Quinn had never been more focused on his future and was happy to be shackled to a woman who was more than his match in wits and charm.

         “Are you planning to follow suit?” Winslow accepted a fresh drink from the attendant.

         Popping the cigar between his teeth, Robert firmly shook his head. “No reason to rush into captivity.”

         His mother, however, had other ideas. Elizabeth Carlisle was beside herself with joy over having three of her four children happily married, two grandchildren already here and one more on the way—which meant she was determined to bring the same wedded bliss to Robert. Even if it killed him.

         He dearly loved his mother. But while he would do anything to make her happy, he drew the line at proposing. Just as he would never enter into a bad business deal, he had no plans to enter into marriage. Especially since he’d come to believe that matrimony was simply another business arrangement, negotiated and bound by contract. Yet one a man could never escape when it went bad.

         “Didn’t you court General Morgan’s daughter last season?” Winslow asked. Apparently, Robert wasn’t the only one who had done his research for this meeting.

         “Yes,” he admitted, a touch ruefully. “But we mutually agreed to break off.”

         And better for both that they did. Diana had gone on to be courted by the Duke of Wembley’s youngest son, and Robert had come to realize that he’d rather remain a bachelor. Their courtship had ended without rancor, the two remaining good acquaintances. A situation much to his relief, as he didn’t fancy having to face her brother Garrett over pistols at dawn.

         “Be assured that marriage is not in my future and that I will give my full attention to the company.” Robert exchanged his empty glass for the full one held out by the attendant and explained, “After all, I had the great fortune to be born a second son.”

         Winslow guffawed so loudly that he drew an irritated glance from Lord Daubney, who sat in the corner reading the Times.

         “A second son with a happily married older brother—very happily married, you understand,” he clarified. That innuendo brought another laugh from Winslow. “I am a man in no danger of becoming an heir, so a man in no danger of needing a wife.”

         But he was a man in desperate need of a partnership. And with this company, in particular. Winslow Shipping’s interests reached around the globe, with successful ventures in India, the Far East, and the Americas. Already the largest sole proprietorship in the empire, the company was poised to grow exponentially over the coming decades. Gaining a partnership with Winslow would be like finding the Golden Fleece. The best opportunity with the best business.

         And the very best way to prove to his father’s memory that he was worthy of the Carlisle name. Anything less would be failure.

         Which was one reason why he’d not disclosed his plans for the partnership with his family. They were already uneasy about his choice of making business his life’s path, rather than the usual posts available to second sons. But he couldn’t stomach the law or medicine, and he lacked the discipline necessary for the military and the moral fortitude for the church, with no desire to either end men’s lives or save their souls.

         Of course, the other reason he hadn’t told them was that they still blamed him for Richard Carlisle’s death. He knew they did. Because he still blamed himself.

         Pushing down the sickening guilt at the thought of that terrible night two years ago, he leaned forward, keen to nail down terms. “So you’re considering—”

         A clatter went up outside. Angry shouts and jeers joined the loud rattle of running hooves approaching wildly down the cobblestone street.

         “What on earth?” Winslow frowned and stepped toward the tall window.

         Robert shoved himself out of his chair to join him, tossing the butt of his cigar into the fire. Lord Daubney dropped his newspaper as he finally gave up all hope of reading it and hurried over, joining the group of men gathered at the window, to stare down at the spectacle below.

         Daubney uttered in disbelief, “A phaeton—driven by a woman?”

         “On St James’s Street!” The club manager was appalled.

         “That’s no woman,” another gentleman clarified with a disapproving shake of his head. “That’s the Hellion.”

         Robert watched as the rig raced by. Oh, that was definitely the Hellion.

         He’d never spoken to the woman, nor ever laid eyes on her before, knowing her only from idle gossip. But it had to be her. No lady would have dared such a thing except her, the notorious woman who delighted in outraging the staid old guard of the ton. And judging from the sight of her, she’d proven to be just as beautiful and brazen as the gossips claimed. Had she been at a ball, the dark beauty would have had gentlemen fighting among themselves like dogs to gain the favor of her attentions. But here, on the street that housed London’s most exclusive gentlemen’s clubs and where a respectable woman would never have dared to venture a slippered foot without a male companion, they openly jeered at her.

         Robert couldn’t help but smile in admiration, despite knowing firsthand the kind of rumors such an outrageous act might rain down upon her.

         “And that is why my daughter is in her seventh season,” Winslow muttered beneath his breath as the rest of the men returned to their seats, the excitement over.

         “Pardon?”

         “That, Carlisle,” he explained, his back straightening under the weight of humiliation as he turned away from the window, “is my daughter Mariah.”

         “The Hellion?” Robert exclaimed before he could stop himself, flabbergasted. His mind ran wild searching for the woman’s name. Then it hit him—Mariah Winslow.

         Winslow Shipping and Trade.

         Christ.

         Winslow’s mouth pressed tight, seemingly offended less by the epithet that the gossips had branded on her and more by his daughter herself. “And beside her sat her sister, Evelyn, who is just as determined to mire herself in scandal.”

         That certainly explained all those seasons without proposals, and judging by this latest antic, none would be forthcoming this year, either. If the Carlisle brothers were the scourge of Mayfair, these two were its female equivalent. Two young ladies who somehow managed to thumb their noses at the quality yet creatively skirt ruining their reputations completely.

         “I promised their mother on her deathbed that I would make proper ladies of them, but I’ve failed,” Winslow lamented with a deep frown. “Especially with Mariah. She has no interest in society events or housekeeping, in fashions or flowers…in none of the things that other young ladies enjoy.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Instead, she’d rather be working at the shipping offices, spending her time at the wharves with longshoremen and sailors, or wasting her allowance on urchins.”

         Robert sympathized with the man, but he couldn’t help a touch of admiration for his daughters. They certainly weren’t part of the boring misses following the suffocating rules of the marriage market like lambs being led to slaughter. They should consider themselves lucky to have escaped the chains of domesticity that society shackled onto its young ladies, who were expected to do nothing more in life than host parties, birth heirs, and retire quietly into the countryside with their embroidery and watercolors.

         “What Mariah needs is a husband to settle her into proper womanhood,” Winslow muttered, rubbing at the knot of tension at his nape. “But I’ve no female relatives in society to give her introductions, so no chance of gaining appropriate suitors for her.”

         Robert raised his glass to his lips and murmured dryly, “That’s a shame.” It was hard to commiserate with the man when his daughters had practically glowed with freedom as they’d raced past.

         Winslow faced Robert, his gaze hard. “But you do.”

         He choked on his cognac. “What?”

         “I need a partner with connections in the ton and the audacity to use them,” he said frankly, laying all his cards on the table. “Call on your relatives to guide Mariah through this season, and I’ll guarantee you a partnership. A twenty percent stake is yours if an offer is made from a respectable gentleman by the last day of Parliament.”

         Robert gaped at him. The man was mad.

         And utterly serious.

         “A partnership,” Robert sputtered, echoing his words to make certain he understood him, “in exchange for marrying off your daughter?”

         Winslow nodded curtly, frustration evident in every inch of him.

         Robert stared at him, incredulous. The offer was preposterous. A test to prove his abilities wasn’t out of line, but this? Good Lord.

         “There seems to be a mistake,” he drawled, forcing a half grin and doing his damnedest to keep his own aggravation from showing. Even now, with the partnership flung down onto the table for him to simply pick up, he felt the opportunity slipping through his fingers. “You’ve confused me with a matchmaking mama.”

         Winslow shook his head. “Mariah’s behavior has to stop, for her own good, and I am at my wit’s end. Finding her a husband is the best way to save her from herself.” He pinned Robert beneath a hard gaze. “And you’re the man to do it.”

         Not at all the way he wanted to prove himself. Yet he was tempted. So very tempted. Especially when Winslow put it like that.

         Mariah Winslow certainly wouldn’t find a good husband on her own, and he’d be doing only what other men had done for their female relatives for centuries—ensure a good marriage. And yes, to save her from herself. If she kept on as she was doing, remaining unmarried would be the least of her worries, because her antics would turn her into a social pariah. He’d seen women’s lives destroyed over far less scandalous things. It would be a damned shame if that happened to the Hellion.

         A much-needed marriage for her, a partnership for him…He’d be a fool to let his conscience interfere. Yet uncertainty gnawed at his gut that this might be a step too far in pursuing his goals.

         “Seven months to secure a suitable match doesn’t strike me as unreasonable for a man of your connections,” Winslow challenged, misreading his hesitation. “If you truly possess them as you claim.”

         His eyes narrowed. “Be assured that I do.”

         “Then come by the house tomorrow at eleven, and you’ll have the chance to prove it.”

         Oh, he could certainly meet this challenge. Easily. After all, Winslow’s daughter might be the Hellion, but she was also a shipping heiress with the beauty of an Incomparable. And he had his mother to help him, a dowager duchess longing for something more interesting to do this season than attend the same boring events. A few balls and teas, some new gowns, and even Mariah Winslow would be offered for by March. April at the latest. The partnership would be his, and he would finally prove himself worthy of the Carlisle name.

         “Agreed,” Robert said. “I won’t let you down.”

         Winslow dubiously arched a brow, even as the two men shook hands.

         But Robert was confident, both in himself and in his mother’s matchmaking abilities. After all, if Sebastian and Quinton could be sent packing into matrimonial bliss within three months of each other, how hard could it be to marry off the Hellion by season’s end?

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO
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         Mariah Winslow pressed her ear against the study door, but she could hear nothing of the conversation her father was having with her sister. Or rather, the scolding he was undoubtedly unleashing upon poor Evelyn. With a sigh, she sank onto the chair in the hall to wait her turn.

         Another morning, another chastisement from Papa…as predictable as the tide on the Thames. Lately, it seemed as if they spent every morning this way, with Papa demanding that she and Evelyn act like proper young ladies and them promising to behave, while wholly unrepentant for their societal sins.

         This time, however, she feared that she and Evie might have gone too far.

         Certainly, racing Hugh Whitby’s phaeton down St James’s Street seemed like a good idea at the time. Something daring and bold, Evie had assured her, that would get their hearts pumping and destroy the boredom of a winter’s afternoon. Something to make us feel alive, Evie had pleaded. Mariah dearly loved her sister and found it difficult to deny Evie anything. Not when she knew how much their mother’s death still affected her, even fifteen years later. And certainly not with that adventurous spirit of hers that was simply contagious. So how could she have refused? After all, if she hadn’t joined in, God only knew the trouble her younger sister might have gotten into on her own. So she’d conceded, and they’d launched into the madcap adventure that had proven to be as exhilarating as Evie predicted.

         Yet Mariah would also never forgive herself if Evelyn were ever seriously punished by Papa for doing something in which Mariah had taken part.

         Pressing the edge of propriety was one thing, but if the two of them ever went too far, there could be dire consequences. Evie might be sent away, most likely back to Miss Pettigrew’s School for the Education and Refinement of Young Ladies, which seemed populated more by scandalous daughters whose families wanted them exiled all the way to Cornwall than by young ladies seeking refinement. How would Mariah bear to remain here in London without her sister, especially when Papa barely spent any time with her lately, except to chastise her for her unladylike behavior?

         It hadn’t always been like that. There was a time when Mariah had been his constant shadow, following after him on the wharves and spending more time at the shipping offices than at home. But then he’d sent her away to school, and when she returned, everything had changed. While she still longed to be at his side, Papa was equally determined that she would lead the life of a fine lady. And reputable ladies didn’t work in business.

         Which was why Mariah didn’t care a fig about becoming a lady. What she wanted—what she’d always wanted—was a true partnership in Winslow Shipping. And she was determined to have just that.

         The study door opened, and Evelyn slipped into the hallway, looking as unrepentant as ever.

         Mariah darted to her feet. “Is he terribly angry?”

         “I should begin packing my things for Miss Pettigrew’s,” Evie answered matter-of-factly, repeating Papa’s words.

         A knowing smile tugged at Mariah’s lips. “So the usual threat, then?”

         With a frown of distraction, Evie nodded. Then she captured Mariah’s hands in both of hers, with worry darkening her face. “I’m so sorry, Mariah! He blames you.”

         Of course he did. But he wasn’t completely wrong. As the older sister, wasn’t it her responsibility to keep Evie from harm?

         Evie’s bottom lip quivered with guilt. “He’s talking about punishing you this time. Seriously punishing you.”

         “It’s all right.” She squeezed Evie’s hands reassuringly. “What can he do to me? I’m too old to be tossed over his knee and spanked.”

         Most likely, he would forbid her to spend any time during the next fortnight at the Gatewell School in St Katharine’s, where she donated the better share of her time and allowance to keeping the doors open, instructors in the classrooms, and food in the children’s hungry bellies. Oh, how she loved St Katharine’s! It was the same parish where her mother had been born and raised. The same narrow, winding streets where Mariah had often walked hand in hand with her as a little girl. Now, every time Mariah walked through those streets, she felt connected to her mother. Mama was so distant now that Mariah could no longer remember what she’d looked like, knowing her beautiful features only from the portrait in Papa’s study. But in St Katharine’s, she could remember her mother as clearly as if she still walked beside her.

         She wouldn’t like being kept away from the school, certainly, but it would be a fitting punishment, both for her and for Whitby, who assisted her at the school and would miss having her help. After all, he was complicit for letting them borrow his phaeton in the first place.

         “Mariah,” her father called out, “I will see you now.”

         “Good luck!” Evie placed a kiss to her cheek, then hurried away to her room as she did after every one of these morning talks with their father. Ostensibly to pack for Cornwall, only to be reprieved by dinnertime when Papa always changed his mind.

         Drawing in a deep breath, Mariah walked into the study and stopped in front of her father’s large desk. She contritely folded her hands in front of her and awaited the ritual tongue-lashing.

         “This time, my dear, you have gone too far.”

         She resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

         He wouldn’t be scolding her like this if she were a man. No, he’d have been crowing with pride that his son possessed the skills to match any of the best drivers among the gentry. On the other hand, if he’d treated her with the same respect and pride that he would have treated a son, she would have been too busy with the business to look for ways to disrupt a dull afternoon in the first place.

         She swallowed down the bitter taste of frustration. At twenty-five, she should have already been a partner in the company, fulfilling the dream she’d wanted since she was a little girl. To have a serious role in running the family business. To participate in the merchant trade that was such a large part of her father’s world and that still connected her to her late mother. Instead, he saw her as nothing more than a young miss to be dressed up in furs and silks like a doll, who should be content wasting away her days at silly teas and boring balls.

         But Mariah wasn’t like that. Had never been. One good look should have told him that.

         These days, however, Papa never truly saw her at all. Unless she was standing in front of him, being scolded. Like now. But instead of gaining his attention, he saw her behavior as simply another act of rebellion.

         He shook his head. “A phaeton on St James’s Street.”

         “I drove that team well,” she countered. “You cannot deny that.”

         “Yes, you drove well.” For a moment, she thought she saw a flicker of pride in his eyes. “But you are not a driver at the Ealing Races. You are a young lady from a respectable family—”

         Her chest fell. No, not a flicker of pride after all.

         “—one who scandalously flaunted herself by racing down St James’s Street—”

         “I did not flaunt myself,” she corrected firmly but quietly. Heavens! He made her sound like an actress strutting the boards at Covent Garden.

         “—risking both her neck and her sister’s, in addition to ruining their reputations.”

         “Our reputations are not ruined.” That was one thing about which she was always careful. No matter how bold her antics, she always danced the fine line that separated acts for idle rumors from acts of ruination. Oh, she’d let the fops and hens of the so-called quality gossip about her behind her back all they wanted to, as if she didn’t know that they already did just that. As if she didn’t know that they’d nicknamed her the Hellion. She couldn’t care less what those busybodies thought of her.

         But ruining her reputation meant possibly ruining the business’s reputation, and she would never do anything to harm Winslow Shipping. She loved the company as much as her father did, and what she desired more than anything was to work side by side with him in growing the business for the next generation of Winslows who would continue the company that her grandfather had started. She held no delusions about running the business herself. As a woman, she’d never be able to do that. But it was certainly within her reach to be a partner, one who oversaw day-to-day responsibilities. And then it would truly be a family business in every way.

         If Papa would ever let her.

         “If you keep behaving like some wild creature without any understanding of her position,” Papa continued, exasperation heavy in his voice, “how do you ever expect to find a respectable husband?”

         She bit back the urge to answer that she hoped to find a disrespectable husband, knowing a comment like that would certainly get her sent back to Miss Pettigrew’s, right beside Evie.

         “How do you expect to receive any invitations for this upcoming season if you behave like this?” he demanded in a tone clearly implying that he did not want an answer. “A lady of quality would never invite someone who cannot control herself to her soiree.”

         Oh, the devil take society invitations! The very last place Mariah wanted to be was at some stuffy, boring ball. If society cut her completely, what would she care…or notice? After all, it wasn’t as if the quality was flooding the front foyer with calling cards and invitations in the first place. Not when they regarded the Winslows as nothing but upstart cits infringing on their hallowed aristocratic ranks. While they couldn’t ignore the importance of the company or her family’s wealth, they could certainly ignore her. And did.

         Yet this was the part of Papa’s speech that Mariah knew by heart, the same one it seemed lately he’d delivered at least once per sennight and more frequently as the new season approached. Another season in which he hoped she would finally venture into the uncharted waters of society and make her mark, ideally snatching up a fine husband in the process. Mariah couldn’t have cared less. But this division between them seemed to be growing wider as the season drew nearer.

         This hadn’t been an issue before she was sent to Miss Pettigrew’s, where she’d received a fine education…if all she wanted to know was how to host dinner parties, paint watercolors, and play the pianoforte. So she’d taken it upon herself to carve out a real education through tutors secretly paid to ignore whatever frivolous lesson had been planned that day and teach her useful skills instead. The result was an education that more than prepared her for success in business. And a decided lack of talent at the pianoforte.

         But Papa refused to entertain the idea of her working with him. All he wanted to know was how she planned to spend her season, when she would marry and give him grandchildren. Every time she arrived at the office to surprise him, to throw herself into work and show him how capable she was, he promptly told her that the docks were no place for a lady and sent her home.

         So last fall, she’d set out to prove to her father that she was far more than just some mindless miss. To finally gain his attention as something other than someone to be molded into a perfect society lady. To show him how important the business was to her.

         And so far…

         “Mariah, you are embarrassing yourself and this family.”

         It wasn’t going well. At this rate, he might never offer her the partnership she dreamt of.

         Yet he hadn’t offered one to anyone outside the family, either. She took hope in that. Because perhaps that meant he understood that the best person to guide Winslow Shipping and Trade was a Winslow. To Mariah, the company was so much more than a business. It was her heart and soul, and one of the few connections she had left to that happy time before her mother’s death. Surely, Papa was coming around to realizing that.

         If not…well, then she’d simply wear him down until he surrendered. Siege warfare worked with medieval castles, after all. And she couldn’t imagine a more medieval relic than Henry Winslow.

         “So I have decided to make some changes.”

         Mariah’s gaze snapped to his. That was different.

         Usually this was the part of the speech where he threatened to revoke her allowance, to force her to remain room-ridden for the next fortnight, to send her to a convent even though they were devoutly Church of England—

         But this time, there were no empty threats. This time, he stared at her across his desk with the same glint in his eyes that shined whenever he faced down business adversaries.

         “I’ve been listening to you during the past few months,” he told her, “to your concerns about how the company needs new blood. How we need a new generation to keep us moving into the future.”

         “You have?” Hope fluttered low in her belly. She could scarcely believe it!

         “And I’ve decided that you are right. Changes need to be made, ones which will benefit the company while also staying true to what your mother wanted.” He started for the door. “Come with me.”

         He stalked from the room in long strides. She fell into step beside him, yet she felt as if she were flying! Her feet barely touched the Persian rug beneath her in her joy to finally—finally!—have this opportunity.

         “I have so many wonderful ideas we can discuss,” she rushed out, barely able to keep her breath beneath the overwhelming excitement pulsing through her. The same breathless joy as racing the phaeton—oh no, so much better!

         “Of course.” He dismissed her comment with a wave of his hand as they ascended the marble stairs. “First, however, there is a business associate I want you to meet.”

         “Oh?” She puzzled as she followed him down the hall to the drawing room. “Who?”

         But heavens, she didn’t care! At that moment, she didn’t want to meet anyone. Not when her chest was bursting with happiness. Instead, she wanted to skip and dance all the way to the company’s offices on Wapping High Street and—

         Papa smiled proudly. “The man I’ve selected to be my partner.”

         Mariah froze as the world plunged away beneath her. A partner? It couldn’t be. It simply couldn’t be true! A partner…

         But not her.

         Stunned numb with disbelief, she was helpless to do anything more than stand in the doorway and watch her father stride across the room to greet the man waiting there. Her vision blurred with frustrated tears, and she forced herself to breathe as the waking nightmare crashed over her, as the numbness slowly gave way to piercing desolation. And grief. The same terrible grief that had overwhelmed her when her mother died.

         “Carlisle.” Her father enthusiastically shook the man’s hand, oblivious to the wretchedness he’d just unwittingly unleashed upon his daughter. “Glad to have you here.”

         “My pleasure.” The man smiled as he released her father’s hand, stepping his legs apart and placing his fisted hand at the small of his back in a stance that was one of pure masculine command and ease. As if he had every right to be there, invading her life and stealing away her father’s attentions.

         Papa gestured for her to approach. “Let me introduce you to my daughter.”

         But Mariah held her ground near the doorway, for once less from obstinacy and more because she didn’t have the strength to come forward without collapsing to the floor in sobs. Instead, she pressed her fist against her chest and willed herself to keep breathing.

         “My eldest daughter, Mariah.” Her father frowned when she didn’t come sweeping across the room to greet their guest as any proper lady of the house would have. To graciously welcome this man into her home. And into a position with the company that should have been hers.

         She simply couldn’t do it. Never that.

         Blinking back her tears, she lifted her chin and silently stared at the stranger in cool disdain, even as her heart shattered like ice. She had too much pride to reveal how much this meeting devastated her. She was a Winslow, after all. Even if Papa had forgotten what that meant.

         “Mariah, this is Lord Robert Carlisle.” Her father slapped him on the shoulder. “The man who wants to partner with me to conquer the world’s shipping routes!”

         A bitter taste formed in her mouth. Partner. On what merits? As her eyes raked over him, she saw nothing to believe that this man was any more qualified than she was. Moreover, she was a Winslow, entitled by blood and history to take her rightful place at her father’s side. While this man was nothing but an opportunistic interloper.

         Certainly, he was dressed well, sporting a dark blue cashmere jacket over a blue-and-cream-checkered satin waistcoat, a simply tied cream-colored cravat, and black trousers. The whole effect was one of careful consideration, she was sure, in an attempt to look as if he cared little for appearances while taking great pains to do so. She would have labeled him a dandy if not for the slight scuff to his boots, which showed that he’d actually ridden a horse to the house instead of being brought by carriage. Not a dandy, then, but certainly a Corinthian. One of those physically attractive and stylish young bucks over whom the old hens of the ton practically swooned whenever they flashed a charming smile.

         If there was one thing she’d come to know since she’d returned to London, however, it was that dandies, Corinthians, and bucks possessed very little intelligence among the lot of them. Certainly not the kind of business acumen that Winslow Shipping needed to flourish. Or the dedication that only a family member possessed.

         “Miss Winslow.” Carlisle crossed the room to her and bowed graciously. “A pleasure to meet you.”

         A pleasure. That was a lie if ever she’d heard one. She bobbed a stiff, shallow curtsy. Then purposefully ignored his courtesy title. “Mr. Carlisle.”

         His eyes gleamed with amusement at that, as if he knew what dark thoughts about him lurked inside her.

         “A businessman, are you?” she drawled coolly, affecting that same tone that Miss Pettigrew had used at school to keep the girls in line.

         “I’ve dabbled.”

         “In shipping?” she pressed. Did the man even understand how the day-to-day operations of merchant trade worked? By the looks of him, she doubted he’d ever spent a single day laboring at the quayside or in warehouses. But she had, in those few precious weeks after she’d returned from school, before her father decided that a shipping company was no place for a lady.

         He modestly shrugged. “A bit.”

         “Forgive me for doubting your bit of competence.” His eyes flared, and this time it wasn’t with amusement. “But it seems to me that of all the people my father could have chosen—”

         “Mariah, give the man peace,” Papa ordered, a faint warning underlying his voice. And an even larger warning in the look he shot her. He turned to Carlisle and explained, “Mariah’s always been as protective as a bulldog of the company.”

         Carlisle smiled at her, a charming grin she was certain he used to make his way through the world. And into women’s beds. Well, well—a Corinthian and a rake. In Winslow Shipping and Trade. Had Papa lost his mind?

         “Quite all right,” Carlisle asserted, but his eyes never strayed from Mariah. As if he realized that she considered him an adversary. “No offense taken.”

         “Good,” Papa assured him, with an affectionate but frustrated smile at Mariah, “since you’re here precisely because of my daughter.”

         Mariah gaped at that. How on earth could this be her fault? “I don’t understand.”

         “Do you think I haven’t been listening to you?” He crossed to the tantalus in the corner of the room and removed a bottle of bourbon, then gestured toward Carlisle with it. “Been talking my ear off lately about what the business needs, how to leverage assets, where to create new trade routes…” He poured two glasses and handed one to Carlisle, keeping the other for himself. “That I should take on a partner.”

         Not allowing humiliation to color her cheeks, Mariah folded her hands in front of her skirts and said quietly, “I meant me.”

         That drew Carlisle’s attention. His gaze snapped to her, narrowing hard for a beat.

         So did her father’s. For a fleeting moment, she thought she saw longing to do as she asked darken his face, followed by a flash of guilt.

         But then it was gone, and he was shaking his head. “A shipping company is not the place for a lady.”

         “But it is the place for a Winslow,” she pressed quietly. “A family business should be run by family.”

         “And a daughter’s duty to her family is to be a proper lady.” Papa was beginning to lose his patience. “Not a businessman.”

         “The two do not have to be mutually exclusive,” she argued calmly, even as desperation knotted in her belly. She would not give up without a fight. “Family should run the company, not outsiders. It was what Grandfather wanted.”

         “And I promised to raise you into a proper lady,” Papa countered. “It was what your mother wanted.”

         His words sliced through her like a knife, cutting down to her heart, and she flinched, unable to answer.

         She turned her head away as the tears became dangerously close to falling and blinked furiously. She would never let Papa see this weakness in her.

         “And that is exactly what I intend to do,” Papa promised. “What is best for you and for the company. Which is why I chose Carlisle.” Hiding his chagrin over the argument they’d just waged in front of the man, her father forced a smile and tapped his glass against Carlisle’s. The clink echoed through the silent room and teeth-jarringly rattled all the way down Mariah’s spine. “He’s the best man to do both. If he can prove himself.”

         If. Hope sparked inside her. Then the partnership wasn’t final? “How?”

         “By helping me with a new real estate venture I’m undertaking,” her father answered. He leveled his gaze on her, the intensity of it clearly stating that he would brook no argument. “And by giving you a proper season.”

         She gasped at the unexpectedness—and sheer absurdity—of that. “Pardon?”

         “My mother is the Dowager Duchess of Trent,” Carlisle offered helpfully. “Your father thought you’d appreciate having her support this season.”

         “Dowager duchess,” she repeated, not knowing how her numb lips were able to form the words. Her blood turned to ice, chilling her where she stood.

         So Lord Robert Carlisle was the son of a duke. Her father’s choice of him for a partner now made sense. Horrible, horrifying sense.

         “Mother enjoys helping young ladies with their seasons,” Carlisle continued with a smile, unaware that she’d figured out why him. “Once I heard that you had no female relatives who could provide introductions, I was certain she’d be willing to assist you.”

         “I understand.” And she did. Perfectly. “How clever of you, Papa,” she said quietly, her eyes stinging with fresh tears. What mattered how deep—or shallow—Carlisle’s business mind if his connections stretched all the way into the Lords? And to a duke, no less. Her father was doing what was best for the family business, all right. By bringing in the family of a peer.

         “Two birds, one stone.” Her father gave her a satisfied look, as if he’d arrived at the answers to the world’s worst problems. All encapsulated right there in the dashing, golden form of Robert Carlisle. Her father lifted his glass to toast his solution. “Winslow Shipping gets young blood in a much-needed partner, and you get a proper London season at last.”

         But she didn’t want a season. She wanted a role within the company, the chance to work side by side with her father. While this—this interloper came waltzing in with his sapphire-blue eyes and his duke of a brother to snatch her dream away.

         “To what end?” she asked quietly, too angry and frustrated to think clearly.

         Her father blinked, as if the answer were obvious. “Marriage, of course.”

         The world tilted beneath her, her breath dying in her throat. She reached for the back of a nearby chair to keep from losing her balance and falling to the floor.

         “You cannot be serious,” she whispered, unable in her surprise to find her voice.

         “Very serious.” His face turned grim. “Your latest antics proved that I have not raised you properly, but I will no longer fail you as a father.”

         She stared at him, stunned. Was that truly what he thought—that he’d failed her, when all she’d wanted was to capture his attention?

         “No,” she whispered, her heart aching with pained misunderstanding, “you haven’t failed. That wasn’t at all what—”

         “And I will not fail your mother,” he added firmly. “She wanted her daughters to be the fine ladies that she could never be as the daughter of a sea captain. And that is exactly what I plan on giving her. Proper ladies with respectable husbands.”

         “But I don’t want that,” she protested softly, her voice barely louder than a breath. Oh heavens, how much it hurt to defy her mother’s wishes! But Mama would also want her to be happy, and nothing in the world would bring her more happiness than being at her father’s side.

         “Carlisle will make that happen, both for you and your mother,” he continued, although Mariah couldn’t tell if he’d not heard her or if he’d heard and chosen to ignore her. “Arrangements have been made. It’s done now.”

         “Papa, I will not participate in this,” she announced calmly, forcing her voice to remain steady even as her insides roiled with fury and betrayal. And more anguish than she wanted to acknowledge at openly defying him, when all she’d ever wanted was to make him proud of her.

         “You do not have a choice.”

         The sickening realization sank through her that this was the serious punishment Evie had warned her about. Her own special banishment, right into the hell of society.

         “You will involve yourself fully in the season—introductions, balls, breakfasts, soirees…all of it—whatever Carlisle and the duchess decide is best for you.” His gaze never wavered from hers. “Or I’ll cut off your allowance.”

         The air rushed from her lungs. Her allowance, and with it, all the help she provided to the Gatewell School and the children of St Katharine’s, children in need just like her mother had been. If Mariah lost the school, dear God, she’d lose her mother all over again!

         “You wouldn’t,” she whispered. Her hands clenched into helpless fists. The same powerless frustration swept over her that she remembered from when she’d been sent away to school, away from Evie and Papa and everything she loved.

         Her father said nothing but turned away and tossed back the rest of the bourbon with a gasping swallow. It was impossible to say if the flicker in his eyes came from guilt or resolve.

         Mariah stared at him, her chest burning so fiercely that each beat of her heart shattered through her like a hammer against glass. Oh, she’d certainly gotten his attention this time, but the result wasn’t at all what she’d hoped. Instead of allowing her to work at his side, he’d turned the distance between them into a chasm.

         And right in front of a stranger, no less. At least Carlisle had the decency to say nothing, staring down into his bourbon rather than watching them. Or gloating that he’d won.

         A soft scratch sounded at the door. “Excuse me, sir.”

         Bentley, the butler who had run the household for her family as long as Mariah could remember, stepped into the room.

         “What is it?” Papa seemed grateful for the interruption.

         “There’s a caller at the door, sir.” Bentley glanced warily between all three of them, clearly sensing the tension that hung over the room as thick as London fog. “Mr. Ledford from the shipping office.”

         “I’m afraid I have to see to this.” Papa set down his glass and gestured at the two of them. “I’ll be gone only a moment. You two need to discuss the upcoming season anyway. Why not get started immediately?”

         As her father strode from the room, Mariah narrowed her eyes on Carlisle, turning all of her anger and frustration onto him. Then she smiled slowly, calculatingly…

         Why not, indeed?

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE
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         Robert gazed at Mariah Winslow over the rim of his glass as he took another swallow of bourbon. He certainly needed a drink after witnessing that familial battle of wills.

         He’d anticipated that the Hellion wouldn’t be happy to be harnessed by society’s rules, but he certainly hadn’t expected this. Or that she actually thought Winslow would consider her for the partnership. It might have been a family business, but family usually meant sons and sons-in-law. There were few examples of daughters being allowed into businesses as anything more than figureheads, and even then only with small companies. And none that brought them into contact with sailors and longshoremen.

         In Winslow’s boots, he most likely would have done the same. Yet he understood her frustration.

         He slowly lowered the glass. “So you want to be a partner in your father’s company.” There was no point in dancing around the subject, not when it hung in the air as palpable as the snow falling beyond the bay windows.

         “I do.” She folded her hands behind her back, although less likely from demureness and more to keep herself from scratching his eyes out. “And you think you’re going to be able to marry me off?”

         “I do.” With the help of his mother, his sister, fate, a prevailing trade wind, and nonstop prayers to God. “I’ll certainly give it my best shot.”

         Her lips curled in amusement, and a low warning prickled at the backs of his knees. “And I as well.” Her green eyes gazed at him innocently enough, but something told him that they’d just agreed to two completely different outcomes. She tilted her head thoughtfully. “Lord Robert Carlisle…how do I know that name?”

         “My father was the late Duke of Trent.” He fought back a grimace. He disliked acknowledging his connection to the title, preferring to be known for his own accomplishments.

         “That’s not it.” Her catlike eyes swept over him, blatantly sizing him up. Like an opponent before a fight.

         “My mother is active in society events. Perhaps you two met at a soiree.”

         “Oh, I’m quite certain that’s not it. You see, I don’t have time for frivolities.” Her smile never moved, yet it seemed to harden. Which was a damnable shame, because she had a very sensuous mouth. The kind a man could enjoy kissing for hours. “I’m too busy following the trade business to bother waltzing at balls.”

         “Of course,” he murmured, certain she didn’t spend much time at society events. He’d have remembered meeting her…a dark rose among the pastel daisies of the unmarried ladies. And she certainly had thorns. “My brothers, then.”

         “Pardon?” She blinked, surprised by that sudden turn of conversation.

         “The Carlisle brothers,” he explained, a touch ruefully. “We made quite a reputation for ourselves in our younger days. That must be where you’ve heard of me.”

         “Perhaps.” She gave a dismissive sniff. “But I definitely know it wasn’t in praise for being a good businessman.”

         Thorns, indeed. But she’d have to try a lot harder than that tiny prick to wound him. “Your father thinks my business acumen enough to benefit the company.”

         “Papa thinks he can use you to gain influence in Parliament,” she corrected quietly but bluntly.

         He finished off the rest of his bourbon, hiding the sting to his pride. “I know.”

         Surprise flickered in her eyes. Clearly, she’d thought him either too naïve or too daft to have figured out the real reason why he, of all men, was important to Winslow. But he’d known from the beginning.

         He crossed the room to the tantalus and refilled his glass. “My brother Sebastian, the current Duke of Trent, sits on several important committees in Parliament, including the committee which governs trade and tariffs. So does the Duke of Chatham, the father of my brother-in-law, the Marquess of Chesney, who will someday take over for him in Parliament.” He reached for a second crystal tumbler and splashed in two fingers’ worth of bourbon. “And my family maintains a strong friendship with the Duke of Strathmore, although the duke’s interests lean more toward the military than commerce, but one never knows when privately held ships might be called into commission or when merchants might need to supply army provisions.”

         Even though he’d never deign to exploit the connections he’d so glibly listed, he took pleasure in inverting her opinion of him as someone who didn’t realize his own worth. He’d certainly considered the power of all his connections many times while he’d been researching Winslow Shipping.

         He continued, “My cousin, Ross Carlisle, Earl of Spalding, is currently a high-level diplomat within the Court of St James’s, and my brother Quinton is well on his way to someday being elected an MP from Cumbria, if the villagers don’t decide to tar and feather him first.” He carried both drinks back to her. “All in all, I’d say those connections are worth a twenty percent stake.” He held out the second glass toward her, his eyes not leaving hers. “Don’t you agree?”

         A burst of satisfaction spun through him at the flash of annoyance in her eyes. If the minx wanted a bare-knuckle fight, he’d give her one that would make Gentleman Jackson take note. This partnership was his best hope to put his father’s ghost to rest and repent for his sins, and no one would stand in his way. No one. Certainly not some green-eyed harridan, no matter how curvaceous her lithe body or how tempting those berry-red lips, which on any other woman would have appeared too full but on her were succulently ripe.

         Her gaze darted suspiciously to the bourbon. “Did you poison it?”

         “And ruin fine Kentucky bourbon?” He quirked a brow as if offended. “Do you take me for a heathen?”

         A faint smile tugged at her lips, the first genuinely amused expression he’d seen from her since she walked into the room. And it was surprisingly nice.

         But it faded quickly, and she coolly accepted the glass. “At least you appreciate good liquor,” she grudgingly muttered, then took a sip. “Most Englishmen consider bourbon beneath them, preferring to spend twice as much for cognac that’s half as good.”

         He raised his glass toward her in a casual toast. “I am not one of those men.”

         Her eyes gleamed at that, as if she might find respect for him after all. “My father deals in the finest bourbons. It’s one of the perks of trading with the Americans. That, and we also get the best coffees and cocoas.”

         “And cigars,” he added knowingly. “Winslow Shipping traded more than six thousand pounds in American cigars last year.”

         “Impressive.” The tip of her tongue darted out to innocently lick away a drop of bourbon still clinging to her upper lip, but he felt that small lick burn through him like liquid fire. Sweet Lucifer.

         If he couldn’t find her a husband by August, it would only be because the devil himself wanted to keep her for his own wanton pleasures.

         “I’ve studied your father’s company, Miss Winslow, and I know what goods he specializes in, which countries his ships sail to, which merchants he buys from at all ports of call, just as I know the best buyers in England where he can sell those goods for the most profit and how to leverage that profit once we have it. I assure you, he’s found a good partner in me.”

         “But you’re not a Winslow.” She eyed him over the rim of her glass as she held it thoughtfully to her lips. “Tell me, Lord Robert—”

         “Just Robert,” he corrected. He hated that appellation, preferring to make his own mark away from the shadow of the title. “Or Carlisle, if you prefer. There’s no room for courtesies in business.” Or in war. And he had the sinking feeling he’d just stumbled unwittingly into the fray.

         “Carlisle,” she repeated distastefully, nearly making him laugh with how evident her dislike of him was. Not that it mattered what she thought of him. Certainly, an amiable relationship would make the season easier for both of them, but he’d walk through the flames of hell to prove himself if he had to. “Do you take the same position as my father? That business is the realm of men and that ladies should do nothing more taxing than watercolors?”

         “I don’t believe that’s what your father thinks,” he murmured, remembering Winslow’s words about fulfilling his late wife’s wishes to turn their daughters into ladies. And sympathizing immensely with the man’s frustrations, now that he’d met his daughter.

         “Do you?” she pressed.

         He couldn’t help a twitch of his lips at her doggedness. “One doesn’t hold that view among the Carlisle women and live a long life.”

         The quick narrowing of her eyes told him she wasn’t satisfied with his answer. “Do you believe that?”

         He took a slow step toward her, inexplicably drawn to the fight in her. Like a moth to a flame, he was unable to stop himself, even though he knew the fire would most likely burn. “I believe, Miss Winslow,” he clarified quietly but firmly, wanting no mistake between them on this point, “that ladies are capable of holding their own against gentlemen in nearly every endeavor—”

         “Nearly every?” she echoed.

         Good Lord. Was the Hellion a reformer, too? The more he learned about her, the more he realized exactly how monumental the task was that Winslow had given him to find her a husband.

         “Nearly every,” he repeated, thinking of all the antics he and his brothers had committed during their reign of terror. Some of those were certainly not fit for ladies. Or most men. “Including business. I’ve no doubt that you would make a fine partner.”

         That surprised her, based on the flicker in her green eyes. “Well, then you concede—”

         “But I would be a better one.”

         With that, he stunned her, and long enough that he was able to take another step to close the distance between them, remove the glass from her hand, and set it aside before she decided to fling its contents at him. Which would be a true waste of fine bourbon.

         “I have no intention of surrendering this opportunity,” he told her frankly. Directness seemed to garner more of her respect than subtlety, so he’d gladly oblige. And found it surprisingly refreshing to be able to be so blunt with a woman. “Not even to you.”

         Neither of them moved in the silence that followed that declaration, both unwilling to back down.

         As they faced each other, he noted that they were almost evenly matched for height. She barely had to tilt her head back to look up at him, her lips very nearly level with his…those same lips that even now twisted tightly together in an aggravated grimace. What would it taste like, that sensuous mouth of hers that reminded him of a ripe cherry, all dark red and juicy? Inexplicably tart and sweet at the same time? Or would it have the bite of a poison apple?

         “Then you’re going to have a difficult task ahead of you, I’m afraid,” she whispered, and God help him, he leaned in to catch each word.

         “Not so difficult,” he countered, his deep voice far huskier than he’d intended. But the hellcat had him saying all kinds of things he didn’t intend, including, “You’re beautiful.”

         Her lips parted in surprise. He nearly chuckled as he stared at her. For once, he’d left her speechless.

         Risking a slap, yet unable to stop himself, he reached to touch one of the ebony tendrils framing the side of her face and rubbed the lock between his thumb and forefinger. His gut tightened at the smooth feel of it. Like black silk. Which immediately made him wonder if her bare skin would feel just as silky beneath his hands.

         Her breath hitched, and her wide eyes dropped to his mouth, lingering there on his lips.

         Did the minx want him to kiss her? Those lips, that hair…How many men had succumbed to her spell and done just that? And how many hadn’t survived?

         “Intelligent and sharp,” he murmured.

         She stood perfectly still beneath his touch, except for a nervous swallow that undulated softly in her throat and had him wanting to place his lips right there against her neck to feel it. And against the pulse he could see racing in the hollow at her collarbone even now. Was it arousal that had her senses alert, her pulse racing? Or fury?

         Shamelessly, he didn’t care which. Even now she had him longing to take far more intimate touches than the mere stroking of her hair that he was so brazenly stealing.

         “And an heiress,” he murmured. “What man could resist?”

         She blinked, breaking the spell. “An heiress?” she repeated, her breathless voice evidence that she’d been affected by his caress. “Is that what you think?”

         “Of course.” What would she do if he dared to trace his thumb over her bottom lip? Would this hellcat sigh with pleasure or sink her teeth into his flesh in attack?

         “But didn’t Papa tell you?” A throaty laugh of surprise fell from her. “I have no dowry.”

         Clenching his jaw as the lilting sound of her laugh twisted into his gut like a knife, he dropped his hand away. No dowry, with her reputation—Christ. He’d been bitten, all right.

         She clucked her tongue disapprovingly. “First rule of business: never commit to an agreement until you know all the terms.” A victorious gleam lit her eyes. “All the terms.”

         Ignoring her baiting, he fought to keep the incredulity from his face. “You don’t have a dowry?”

         “Not one ha’penny.” With the smile of the cat that ate the canary, she turned away from him, snatching up her glass of bourbon as she went. “Neither of us Winslow daughters do. Oh, Papa is wealthy enough to negotiate a fine marriage settlement, but he doesn’t believe in them.” She paused in front of the fireplace. “Marital bribery, in his opinion.” Bracing her arm against the mantel, she gestured with the glass and puffed out her chest in an impression of Henry Winslow. “‘If a man wants my money, let him come to work for me to get it!’”

         A rather good impression, he admitted grudgingly, as the harsh realization of what he was truly up against spiraled through him.

         “‘If he wants my daughter, then money shouldn’t matter.’” She raised the glass in a toast as she belted out in a deep voice that sounded eerily like her father’s, “‘And if he wants both my money and my daughter, then he is a greedy bastard who deserves neither!’”

         With a flourish of the glass in the air, she finished the impression by tossing back the remaining bourbon in a single swallow. And that was as equally impressive as the impersonation.

         Applauding her performance with a slow clapping of his hands, he walked toward her. “Very nicely played.” He bit back his opinion that she had better odds of becoming a successful actress than she did of gaining the partnership, wanting to escape the afternoon unslapped. “But the man you marry will still become part of Winslow Shipping. His share of the company serves as your dowry.”

         “No.” Her eyes grew serious, all traces of her previous teasing vanishing. “My father will never bring a son-in-law into the business. You see, my grandfather did with the man my aunt married, giving him both her dowry and a large part of the company, only to watch him change into a drunkard and a gambler. He turned my aunt against her family, then ruined the marriage and nearly destroyed the company before they were able to force him out. Until the day she died, my aunt never again spoke to my father.” She shook her head sadly, as if grieving for all that her family had lost. “Papa might eventually relent and bestow a dowry, but believe me when I tell you that he will never relent on that.”

         The hole around him grew deeper, and the sensation gripped him that the partnership was once more slipping through his fingers. “Then your husband will wait until your father dies to get his due.” He was grasping at straws now. Anything to keep hold of this opportunity. “You’ll still be an heiress, dowry or not.”

         “Unlikely. Knowing Papa, he’s probably left the company to some distant relative none of us knows just to keep Winslow Shipping out of the hands of fortune hunters.”

         Which was exactly something Henry Winslow would do. The same things that drew Robert’s interest in partnering with him—his success, his shrewdness, his belief that a man needed to prove his worth—now cut like a double-edged sword.

         “Doesn’t it bother you that he’s made it so difficult for you to secure a husband?” he bit out, wanting commiseration in his mounting frustration.

         “Actually, in that,” she replied with full sincerity, “I agree with him. It would be terrible to wonder which my husband wanted more, my money or me. This way, I’ll know he wants me.” She gave a soft sigh, as if she’d often pondered exactly that. “So you see, it isn’t going to be as easy to marry me off as you think. You’ll have to find suitors who want to court me because they actually like me, and, well…” She shrugged as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I’ll make it difficult for anyone to like me.”

         “Oh, I’m certain of that,” he muttered.

         She laughed with a genuine amusement that fell through him like a warm summer breeze.

         Frustration blistered inside him. If the damned woman wanted to, she could easily find a man willing to take her for her beauty and mind. Dowry be damned. Her wit alone could keep a man happily challenged for years.

         Yet he also knew the slim odds of finding a love match for a woman hanging on to the fringe of society by her fingertips.

         “Don’t you want a husband?” he pressed. “A family and home of your own?”

         “I’d rather have Winslow Shipping.” Her voice emerged so intensely that it quavered. “The company is my family, as much a part of me as any child could ever be.” She took a deep breath, and he knew she was genuinely trying to make him understand. “I have wanted to help my father run the business since I was a little girl, since the first time I visited the wharves. I was mesmerized by all those ships, by the sailors and porters as they worked. Papa showed me everything, pointing out all the small details and explaining how trade worked. It was magical, and I have never forgotten it.”

         Coming from anyone else, he would have called her speech poetic and naïve. But from her, the words landed with quiet authority and heartfelt dedication. She was no simpering debutante bedazzled by the sights of the season; she was a woman in full, one who knew exactly what she wanted. He should have felt the cut of that hard edge to her, yet she fascinated him even more because of it.

         “I won’t let you take my place at my father’s side,” she said, as calmly as if stating a fact about the weather. Rain falls down, winters are cold…I won’t let you win. “The best partner for Winslow Shipping is a Winslow. Always has been, always will be.”

         At that declaration, he reached past her shoulder to set his glass on the mantel and leaned in close, bringing his face level with hers. Close enough that he could see flecks of gold in her emerald eyes and smell the exotic scent of orange and cinnamon lingering on her skin. He touched her hair again, and this time as he pulled away he let his knuckles caress across her cheek, even as he carefully kept his fingers out of biting range.
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