
   [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 © 2021 by Bethany Bennett

            Cover design by Daniela Medina

Cover illustration by Judy York

Cover copyright © 2021 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 Edition: June 2021

            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.

            ISBN: 978-1-5387-3570-1 (mass market), 978-1-5387-3569-5 (ebook)

            E3-20210517-DA-NF-ORI

         

      

   


    Table of Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Acknowledgments

   	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

   	Epilogue

   	Discover More

   	About the Author

   	Also by Bethany Bennett

   	Praise for Bethany Bennett and the Misfits of Mayfair series

   	Fall In Love With Forever




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            For Gram, who never got to see her name in print.

            And for Gram’s namesake, my Ladybug. You’ve given me endless laughter, the ability to love someone more than myself, that weird white hair in my eyebrow, and enough material for a library of books starring brilliant smart-ass girls in pants.

            In light of all that, you scored only half my sarcasm DNA, and this book dedication. Sorry, kid.

            I love you. Thank you for still being here, making the world better with your light.

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Forever logo]



   


   
      
         
            Acknowledgments

         

         Little did I know that second books have a reputation for being a roller coaster. This one didn’t disappoint. I couldn’t have done this without a crew of people behind me.

         Alexa Croyle, for loving my characters so well, she knew what Phee smelled like before I did.

         The Let’s Get Critical group for emergency Zoom interventions and endless Marco Polo conversations while I whined about Cal and Phee trying to break me.

         Hotness, for his amazing ability to love me unconditionally, buy my happiness with kittens, and handle our life when I’m on deadline. I still thank God for you every day.

         My agent, Rebecca Strauss. I’m so damned lucky to have you in my corner. Don’t think I don’t know it.

         Madeleine Colavita, the phenomenal editor responsible for tackling my words, who was somehow undeterred by that “some assembly required” tag.

         A special thank-you to Sam Brody, for her generous gift of time and attention to this story.

         The team at Forever, for their tireless efforts that bring my Misfits of Mayfair to the hands of readers, reviewers, and retailers. You’re making my dreams come true and looking awesome while doing it.

         And finally, to you. The reader. I know we’re just getting to know one another, but I treasure you.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            London, May 1820

         

         Few things were more terrifying than Almack’s on a Wednesday night.

         When an unmarried man in possession of a fortune entered the room, young women straightened their shoulders to put their bosoms on display, donned smiles, and went on the hunt, with their mamas acting as guides. Likewise, if a gentleman wanted a wife with a dowry and a good family, he merely had to show up and survey the options. Anyone who attended knew what they were getting themselves into.

         Tonight, he wasn’t the one hunted. Emma was. And the chit seemed to be having the time of her life.

         As the evening progressed, the room filled with wedding-hungry mamas and white-muslin-clad dewy-eyed girls who should be in a schoolroom—not in the arms of these decrepit lechers, most of whom were old enough to be their fathers.

         His sister swept by in the arms of a man who, if his hand crept lower than Emma’s waist, would be dead by morning. Bow Street might never find the body. Not all of it, anyway.

         The stark color palette for gentlemen attending the assembly rooms was another annoyance on his growing list of grievances against this evening. Cal sighed, running a hand over his black embroidered waistcoat. It would be a shame to spoil this perfect cravat with blood—Kingston would have a fit, and exceptional valets were hard to find—but if young Lord Cleavage-Ogler didn’t rein in those wandering hands, the linen would be collateral damage. Cal narrowed his eyes and tried to send a silent threat to the man holding his sister.

         He’d thought he would have weeks before Emma waltzed in these hallowed halls. Permission to waltz was precious and not something you could plan for if you were a debutante brand-new to the Season. He’d watched in silent dismay as one of the Almack’s patronesses had given her blessing. The woman had sent a beaming smile at the top of Emma’s gold curls as his sister made a perfect curtsy.

         “A fellow Saint Albans girl? And so lovely too! Waltz, enjoy, and please pass along my regards to Headmistress Lunetta. It’s been an age, and I owe her a letter.”

         Damn.

         Cal turned to one of his closest friends, Adam. “Puppy, I’ll give you one hundred pounds to marry my sister—on the condition that you never touch a hair on her head.” It was said in jest and desperation, but once the words left his mouth, the idea gained appeal. Someone stable, reliable, and honest like Adam would be ideal for headstrong Emma. Adam worked for him now but would gain a tidy fortune upon his next birthday. He didn’t have land or a title, but he was a gentleman’s son and had character.

         “No thank you. Emma’s a beauty, I’ll grant you that. But my pockets aren’t so dusty that I need to sell myself just to relieve you of your brotherly duty.” The Puppy, known to everyone else as Adam Hardwick, nursed a glass of lemonade, grimacing with every swallow.

         The famous Almack’s refreshments claimed another victim. “I object to your strong moral fiber. But I hate to see a friend suffer. Here. Brandy helps the lemonade go down easier.” Cal slipped a small flask from his waistcoat pocket.

         “Don’t they need lemons to make lemonade? Whatever this is, it has never met a lemon. I’d bet my final shilling.” Adam dumped a generous serving of liquor into the small punch cup.

         “Are you down to your final shilling? Because again, I offer one hundred pounds.”

         “Watching you suffer is better than a king’s ransom.” The Puppy took a tentative sip and made a grunting noise Cal assumed denoted relief.

         On the dance floor, Emma’s partner said something to make her laugh. The charming sound rose over the notes of the orchestra, complementing the music. All around the room, heads swiveled toward her like sharks scenting blood in the water.

         “Two hundred pounds. What if I dare you?” Even to his ears he sounded desperate.

         “I hate saying no to a dare. But I’m not that gullible.” Adam didn’t even have the grace to sound apologetic or look away from watching the action on the dance floor.

         “Why? Only an hour ago you said she was beautiful.”

         “She looks too much like you.”

         There could be no doubt he and Emma were siblings. But thanks to his father dipping his quill in every available inkwell, the same applied to several others in the room. The fair hair and dark eyes were distinctive. At least the number of his father’s by-blows present tonight ensured three—no, Lady Wallace just arrived. So there were four eager mamas who wouldn’t be pushing their daughters toward Calvin as potential matches. As silver linings went, it left much to be desired.

         “Did you know your left eye twitches? It hasn’t stopped since Emma’s partner splayed his fingers towards her bum.” Adam said it to tease, but he wasn’t wrong.

         The betraying eye twitch made itself known again, and Cal couldn’t do anything about it. “For that, I’m taking my flask back. Get your own liquor, Puppy.” He tucked it inside his coat.

         “It’s almost empty anyway.” Adam took a healthy swig of the considerably doctored lemonade.

         Cal glared at the couple on the dance floor. “Don’t you think they’re too close? Where’s a patroness when you need one? I should have kept her in school for another year.”

         “Eighteen is a perfectly respectable age to come out.”

         “Sisters are the bane of a man’s existence. There is nothing worse than launching them into society.”

         His friend raised a brow at him. “I realize you’re being dramatic, but try not to be an arse. I can easily think of a dozen worse things—several of which I witnessed firsthand on the way here tonight, and one in particular I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. And considering I know exactly who my worst enemy is, that’s saying something.”

         Just like that, heat flooded Cal’s face. Damn. He’d officially earned the title of Worst Friend Ever. “Apologies. That was insensitive.”

         Adam offered a jerky nod, then returned to studying the room.

         “I’m a lousy friend tonight and an ungrateful wretch to complain to you of all people. You would have been happy to launch—devil take it, now I’m forgetting your sister’s name.” Did the title of Worst Friend Ever come with a crown? Perhaps a spit of land somewhere, like a deserted isle on which to maroon oneself?

         “Ophelia,” Adam murmured. “Phee. She would have been out for a couple years by now. Maybe she’d have married already. Or she might be firmly on the shelf at the ripe old age of four and twenty. Twins, you know.”

         Cal hid a wince behind a sip of his lukewarm quasi lemonade. Adam wasn’t a terribly handsome man, so it seemed implausible that his twin would have grown to be the toast of the Season. He might never fill out beyond his slender frame, but Adam was young yet. To call the Puppy’s hair merely “red” was rather graciously understating the situation. In reality, his hair was the color of bright-orange carrots and curled wildly in fluffy, feather-like tufts if allowed to grow longer than an inch. To be fair, Adam had full lips and a fine nose. If Ophelia had shared those features, she may have been pretty in her own unique way—although she likely would have lingered on the fringes of society with a minimal dowry and genteel but not high-born connections. Painfully thin, flat-broke, ginger-haired girls were not a sought-after commodity.

         “I am sorry,” Cal said again.

         Adam accepted the apology by toasting him with an almost empty glass, then downing the contents in one last swallow. “I’m tired. You stand here and stare daggers at every man with the audacity to flirt with your gorgeous sister. I’ll get a hack home.” Adam gave Calvin’s chest a firm pat in farewell and made his way out of the room, his bright hair acting as a beacon in a sea of black coats.

         Well, that went poorly. Rubbing a palm over his chest, Cal turned to the dance floor. If he could convince Adam to return for next week’s Almack’s assembly, it would be a miracle. As it was, he’d bribed, begged, and cajoled several weeks’ worth of vouchers for his friend in hopes of not having to face this ordeal alone. But after essentially telling the Puppy he was lucky to have a dead sister, Cal might deserve to suffer Almack’s without support. The haunted look on Adam’s face whenever he spoke of Ophelia created a guilty roll of unease in Cal’s stomach that had nothing to do with angst over watching Emma and her partner—both of whom looked to be having a wonderful time.

         Tomorrow people would declare her the belle of the ball, as they had with many events before this one. In the short weeks since she’d moved from school into his townhome, Emma had found her footing within the ton. Cal couldn’t help feeling a surge of pride as she conquered society one smile at a time.

         The waltz ended, and her dance partner led her, with obvious reluctance, toward where Cal waited. Emma’s cheeks dimpled prettily at her partner, the picture of demure beauty.

         What an act. She might be a handful, but he loved her unreservedly. No doubt after tonight, she would have an even larger league of suitors following her about like ducklings in a line after their mama. The drawing room would look like a hothouse by this time tomorrow.

         Across the chalky floor, a patroness led several young men, and some not-so-young men, toward them, with a determined expression that signaled more introductions. Almack’s wasn’t the place to play loosey-goosey with niceties. Within these walls, etiquette ruled as king. Even Prinny needed to behave if he expected to stay. Although, since Prinny was nearly king, he may hold more sway with the powers that be.

         Eagle-eyed patronesses and their social constrictions had felt claustrophobic on those rare Wednesday evenings when Cal had attended Almack’s as nothing more than an eligible bachelor. But as Emma gathered attention, those myriad rules were a comfort. Within these assembly-room walls, he did not have to worry about his sister’s safety.

         Emma welcomed the introductions with a cheerful curtsy. God, to have that much enthusiasm. She was probably reining in the need to bounce on her toes while pretending to be the perfectly polished gem of femininity their parents had paid that school to create. At least the gentlemen were circumspect enough to not let drool dribble off their chins when facing Emma’s dimples, rumored dowry—and, er, assets.

         The damned flask was empty, and too many hours remained to smile through. Hell and blast. If given the option of escaping in a hack and leaving early like his friend, Cal would jump at the chance.

         Three torturous hours later, a footman finally closed the carriage door behind them, and Cal breathed a sigh of relief.

         “Didn’t you think it was the loveliest evening?” Emma launched into a retelling of the night, hardly stopping to breathe between sentences, while Cal rested his head against the wall of the carriage and closed his eyes.

         Her excited summary lasted through the entire ride home and continued as she trailed behind him into the library, where Cal poured himself a drink.

         “Seeing you enjoy yourself made me happy for you. I couldn’t be prouder.” That stretched his diplomacy as far as it would go tonight. After an evening of watching men he personally knew consider his sister in a carnally appreciative way, he’d wanted to start throwing gentlemen—using the term loosely—out of the room by their lapels. This was his baby sister. Didn’t they know that only a few short years before she’d been in pigtails and catching frogs to put in the governess’s bed? Now she possessed bouncy, soft bits that scrambled men’s brains and that Cal would prefer to pretend didn’t exist. He missed the pigtails and pinafores.

         “Perhaps you will find the future Lady Carlyle at one of these events. Wouldn’t that be grand? If we both had weddings this summer? Or maybe next spring—we wouldn’t want people watching my waistline after a rushed engagement.”

         No, they wouldn’t want that. Calvin let her talk, giving an occasional grunt that she’d interpret however she wished. A lifetime of experience had taught him that those words rattling around within Emma would come out no matter what. She even talked in her sleep, as if the day’s leftover syllables needed an escape.

         Such a drastic difference between the siblings. The first time he’d visited the Marriage Mart, his reaction had been nothing like this. It had been a disquieting experience to see the speculative gleam in women’s eyes and wonder if they were weighing his fortune and looks against the chance that he’d grow into the kind of man his father was. It made one feel like produce on a fruit seller’s cart, examined for soft spots and signs of rot before anyone committed to a purchase.

         In the end, his talent with growing his personal fortune, and those of his friends, went a long way toward encouraging society to ignore his father’s indiscreet mating habits. The man used less self-control than most animals, so the term was apt.

         “Didn’t you think Lord Roxbury’s shoulders were divine?” Emma sighed dreamily.

         “Am I really the person you should talk to about this?” He settled into his chair and hoped she would run out of air soon so he could go to bed. The chatter intruded on his favorite place in the entire house. This chair had been a peaceful oasis until now. Last year, when his best friend Amesbury stayed with him while wooing his now wife, the evenings had usually ended with the two of them sitting in these chairs, winding down from the day. Conversations had been far more limited, and Amesbury hadn’t drunk his brandy—unlike Cal’s sister, who obviously believed she was pulling one over on him by sneaking a nip now and then. This used to be a bachelor home. Those were the days.

         “Who else should I talk to about these things? You’re basically the only person I know in London besides my Saint Albans friends. I can’t talk to Henrietta until tomorrow, and Clementine glared at me tonight, so she might be jealous.”

         She had a point. Emma’s success in London meant the gentlemen and hostesses welcomed her, but the implied hierarchy of diamond of the first water set her apart from many other debutantes. Lord willing, Emma would make more friends soon, so she could save these talks for a gaggle of giggling ladies. And yes, Miss Clementine Waters’s jealousy of Emma’s success this evening had been obvious to everyone there.

         “Roxbury has an unsavory reputation with the ladies that would make our father proud. As to shoulders—” Calvin shook his head, not quite believing he’d given in to this conversation. “I can see why you’d find them impressive. But you must remember I spend a lot of time with Amesbury. Everyone else is tiny by comparison. My metric is significantly skewed.” He sighed and closed his eyes.

         “True. That man is as big as a barn. Trust me, Lord Roxbury’s shoulders were delicious in that evening coat. I thought he’d pop a seam.” The rustle of skirts, followed by the light thud of her slippers hitting the floor, meant she’d taken her place beside him, sprawling with her stocking feet slung over the arms of the chair like the hoyden she truly was. Cal knew her so well, he could paint a picture in his mind based entirely on the sounds she made.

         He opened his eyes to level a look at her. “Roxbury runs with a fast crowd. I have heard nothing about him being on the lookout for a wife, so don’t set your heart in that direction. Enjoy the flirtation—a light flirtation—and the dances, but keep your eyes open. Be on your guard.”

         She pouted her bottom lip. “You sound like an overprotective papa.”

         “No, I sound like an overprotective brother, which is far worse. A papa would not know these men as peers. I’ve seen Roxbury drunk. I’ve heard how he speaks of women. Why not look towards someone kind and safe? Someone honest.”

         “Someone boring, you mean?”

         “What about Hardwick? He’s not boring, but he is a stand-up fellow. He’s honest. And he’ll come into his fortune soon. Earlier if he marries.” Cal tried to sound casual, but subterfuge had never been his strength.

         “The scrawny redhead you cart around with you like an accessory?” The horrified scrunched-up face was not a pleasant look on her. “I hardly think I need to set my sights as low as that. You must be desperate for me to not encourage Roxbury if you’re pushing me towards Mr. Hardwick.” She studied Cal until he grew uncomfortable. That searching look could pull secrets from a dead man. “Have you already said something to Hardwick? Are you playing matchmaker, brother mine?”

         Cal refused to meet her eyes. The joking offer he’d made to Puppy earlier in the evening lingered in his mind.

         “You have, haven’t you? Oh, you beast! What did he say?” She would relish the failure of Cal’s attempt at pairing her off with someone who wouldn’t hurt her the way their parents had repeatedly hurt each other.

         “Refused the whole plan, then emptied my flask and left me alone to deal with you.”

         “Maybe I could like him after all,” she wheezed through a belly laugh.

         A knock on the library’s door proved a welcome interruption. “Come in!”

         Higgins entered with a note on the silver salver. “A message from Mr. Hardwick, my lord. One of his urchins delivered it but did not wait for a reply.”

         Odd. The street kids knew if they waited for an answer, they’d collect payment for the reply. The Puppy hoarded his salary like a dragon clinging to gold, but he loved sharing coin with the children in the neighborhood of that hovel he rented. They came in handy when Cal sent Puppy digging around London in search of information. Children witnessed far more than people realized. That this one hadn’t darted around to the kitchen to wait while they begged treats from Cook meant no reply was expected.

         Emma’s brows knit. “Is everything all right?”

         The note was brief and to the point. Very Adam.

         “He’s going home to Northumberland. The vicar in his village—essentially the only decent father figure he has—is not doing well. Adam leaves on the early mail coach.”

         “Northumberland? He might as well ride to the moon. Why take the mail when he can borrow one of our carriages? I’m sure you would have offered,” she said.

         “Because he’s a stubborn mule. Refuses to accept help most of the time and gets huffy when I offer. He won’t even take a room here as part of his employment. Claims he has everything he needs in that drafty single room he rents.”

         “Then I wish him safe travels. It will be a while before you can continue your misguided matchmaking. That’s something, at least.”

         Cal folded the note, with its neat, loopy penmanship, then tucked it into a pocket. “I’m going to bed, brat. I suggest you do the same. And stay out of my brandy.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         They say time marches on, but when it marched through Northumberland, it must have bypassed the village of Warford to sow seeds of change elsewhere. The dirt road that ran through town with the pub at one end and the church marking the far boundary was as rutted as it had always been. No new buildings pushed those boundaries farther, and on the streets the same signs hung—nothing called attention to a fresh business venture.

         She adjusted the satchel she’d packed for the journey, and stepped back to avoid the carriage wheels as the coach pulled away. It was odd to move, assume an entirely new life, and return to find that the only thing changed was her.

         About three miles beyond the village stood the cold, solid stone house where the Hardwick twins had lived in misery for five years after their parents died. The small manor squatted on the land, as unyielding and lacking in whimsy as their uncle.

         Memories of their time with their parents were warm, centered on their small family’s contented life in the country. After the reading of their parents’ will, the children had arrived on Milton’s doorstep, and the memories of their time there were decidedly darker.

         For children reeling from the loss of their parents and their comfortable life, there’d been one haven in the town. The vicar and his son had become a small pocket of normalcy, affection, and acceptance when everything else was topsy-turvy. Milton had refused to pay for a governess, so the twins had attended lessons with the other village children at the vicarage until Adam was old enough to be sent away to school.

         Vicar Arcott had helmed the church’s pulpit, confronting sinners and comforting parishioners, for as long as anyone could remember. But during those hours of lessons, it had been his steady demeanor, calming voice, and gentle affection for all the children that had made her feel safe when everything else seemed tumultuous.

         John, the vicar’s son, had become a dear friend and readily accepted that the twins were a team. Where one went, the other followed.

         The small vicarage stood behind the stone church that dated from the Norman times, content to exist in the shadow of the Lord’s house as the centuries slowly passed. The blue paint on the door faded in a diagonal line where the sun hit it each day before continuing on to shine through the stained-glass window of the church.

         Beyond the vicarage lay the village graveyard. In the third row, fourth from the end, a simple headstone read “Ophelia Hardwick 1795–1808.” John had written that he’d planted and groomed a small patch of flowers on the grave. Spring came later in these parts, but tiny petals would just be unfurling. A splash of cheerful color in a place of loss.

         The wind whipped, flinging mist like needles and threatening to dislodge the hat Cal had passed along last week. A carriage rumbled by, and she tilted her face down toward the ground so no one could identify the lone figure standing before the church.

         John opened the door to the vicarage, his familiar face creased with lines of stress and the grief one feels when they know loss is imminent. He sagged against the wood frame. “Oh, thank God, Phee. He’s been asking for you for days.”

         Although the relief soaking John’s voice was a welcome balm of familiarity, the name felt like a slap. “Don’t call me that.” A furtive look over her shoulder showed the surrounding area free of lurkers.

         After eleven years, Ophelia knew the first rule in assuming someone else’s identity was to be them in every possible way. The endeavor required complete commitment—all or nothing. Think like them, dress like them, talk like them. If she tried to keep the real her alive in any way, this would fail. She must be Adam. Most days she felt more like her brother than herself.

         Ophelia, the adolescent girl she used to be and the woman she would become, lived in a tiny iron box in the recesses of her mind, under piles of chains and locks. Phee allowed herself to think of the future only under very specific circumstances. And standing on the doorstep of the vicarage with her gravestone only a few yards away was neither the time nor the place.

         “I am Adam. Do not forget it when we are in public.”

         “Public? You’re practically in the door already.” John rolled his eyes but stepped aside for her to enter.

         When she shouldered past him, Phee threw a brotherly elbow to his gut. “Practically in the door is not actually in the door. Let’s get inside before someone hears you.”

         “Is that her?” came a warbled question from the next room.

         “Yes, Father,” John called. “We will be there in a moment.” He turned to Phee, all traces of teasing gone. “You need to prepare yourself. He isn’t well. Every morning I expect him to simply not wake. He’s weak and only a fraction of the man he used to be. Physically, at least. Mentally, he’s still sharp, thank God.”

         Emaciation and illness were not much of a shock after years of living in London’s poorer neighborhoods. Here in the villages of Northumberland, neighbors relied on one another to help when needed. While people were people, no matter where she roamed, Phee noticed in the city that after a certain point the poor—and often the sick or those who would never recover from the war—became invisible to the stronger masses, who frequently weren’t even willing to make eye contact. Like ghosts, the stick figures of the poor drifted among the living, waiting to cross over.

         To think of Vicar Arcott in such a way felt wrong on every level, but she nodded and braced herself. John’s father, while not the largest man in the room, always made up for his lack of physical stature with a booming voice and an all-encompassing smile. Once he opened his mouth or caught you in his intelligent gaze, he no longer seemed like an average man.

         Wisdom was his first language, and kindness his second. Although he’d been present for only five years of her childhood, he’d been a father figure to her, reinforcing in her young mind that good people still existed. That not every adult male manipulated others with his position or used words as weapons.

         In the vicar’s room, open curtains welcomed what meager light the day’s sun offered, while an oil lamp next to the narrow bed filled in the remaining shadows. Vicar Arcott’s pallor seemed gray, and the blue eyes that always held kindness and unconditional love for her now had a watery, blurred quality to them, as if on the edge of tears.

         A sickroom often had a certain scent—the sweet syrup of medicine combined with a body fighting disease or the ravages of time. Being a kind man, the best she’d ever known, he should smell like butterscotch candies and sandalwood shaving soap. Not like this.

         She sat on the chair beside the bed, and John perched on a stool at his father’s feet. Her hand found Vicar Arcott’s on the faded quilt, and with a movement that looked to take more effort than it should, he rested his other hand on top, like they’d done a thousand times before. The last time she’d seen him, his fingers hadn’t been this bony. But then, it had been a year. No, nearly two.

         “You’re too thin, sweetheart. Don’t they have food in London?” Arcott’s reedy voice would never carry from the pulpit to the vestibule these days.

         “I don’t need much.” Encroaching tears strangled the forced cheer.

         The effort of speaking made Arcott close his eyes, although he kept his face turned toward her. “That uncle of yours is still providing for you? There’s a rumor around the village that Milton had several large investments fail. He’s fired most of his staff in the name of economizing.”

         As usual, the mention of her uncle made a ball of unease bunch in her gut. “We all know he has never been generous.” Or loving, or warm, or kind to small animals—let alone young children left under his care. That he’d become the guardian of her and her brother spoke more to their lack of living relatives than to a preference on her parents’ part. At least, she hoped so, since no one in their right mind would give Uncle Milton children on purpose. Economizing might mean Milton lived without dipping into her modest fortune—or it could mean he’d run through not only his money but her parents’ as well. And until her birthday, there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

         The vicar’s chuckle and John’s snort told their own story. There was no love lost between Milton and anyone who’d made his acquaintance outside the realm of his business holdings.

         “I get by. I’ve taken a position as a land steward. The job isn’t like anything I expected. I handle a lot of personal errands and a few bits of correspondence.” The hardest part of the job revolved around making sure no one caught her staring at her employer. It was impossible not to stare. If he’d been merely gorgeous, admiring him would have been an unemotional, detached experience. Like appreciating a beautiful painting or a finely built horse.

         But given his humor and sharp mind, her objectivity disappeared. Some days the furtive glances at her employer and the response Cal triggered in her body were what kept her from forgetting she wasn’t actually her brother.

         “A steward? Where is the land?” John asked, pulling her from her thoughts.

         “A hundred acres of forest a few hours from here, actually. Cal claims I got the job because I am familiar with the area and know the mentality of the people.” In reality, her time was usually spent canvassing the areas beyond the safety of Mayfair, using her network of street urchins to gather information on investors for Cal’s extensive financial holdings. The man was thorough with his research and determined to keep his businesses honest. If an investor’s name came with a bad report, Cal cut all ties and didn’t look back.

         “Cal, is it?” John’s question held an edge. Phee straightened in her seat but kept her hand with the vicar’s, avoiding putting pressure on his gnarled knuckle joints.

         “Yes, Calvin, Earl of Carlyle. He’s become a friend. A godsend in many ways.”

         “How did you manage to get tangled up with an earl?” John scoffed.

         “I was working at a secondhand clothing stall, and a dissatisfied customer was making a fuss. It drew a crowd, so the owner of the stall felt like he had to make an example of me. Sacked me on the spot, even though it wasn’t my fault. Cal and his friend Lord Amesbury witnessed it all.” Phee smiled at the memory of the two handsome aristocrats insisting the stall owner pay her wages before they took her to a coffeehouse.

         “They took me out for a cup of coffee, and Cal sort of adopted me like some stray kitten they’d rescued from a sack by the river. Lord Amesbury says Cal did much the same with him.” Only, Amesbury had been floundering in society and well on his way to ruining himself when Cal swooped in.

         “Oh, so fancy, with your aristocrat friends,” John teased, but his tone made her feel defensive.

         “They’re good men. Because of Cal, I can eat. And he passes along clothing so I don’t have to worry about a tailor. I alter everything myself.”

         “Good to see one of your wifely skills is coming in handy,” John said. There could be no mistaking the utter lack of teasing.

         Phee shot him a look at the same time Arcott barked with surprising strength, “That was uncalled for. Apologize.”

         “Sorry, Phee,” John mumbled to his clasped hands.

         “If your apology isn’t sincere, then I have no use for it. Do we need to discuss something, John? Vicar, I hate to bring tension to your bedside. We can take this outside.”

         Vicar Arcott tightened his grip. “Stay. You two have always bickered. It’s a comfort to hear you together again, as it should be. John, ask her.”

         “Ask me what?” She wasn’t feeling particularly generous toward John at the moment. Verbal jabs were not the way into her good graces, no matter how long-standing their friendship.

         Sighing, John stood reluctantly from his stool. Gripping only the tips of her fingers, he said, “Ophelia Hardwick, would you do me the honor—”

         Phee jerked away, sending her chair clattering behind her. “Hell no! What do you think you’re doing?”

         “Oh, thank God.” John sank onto his seat. People usually reserved that amount of relief for escaping a death sentence.

         An urge to kick the stool out from under him nearly overwhelmed her. Instead, Phee righted her own chair and glowered at the supine man in the bed. “Did you encourage this?”

         “I have to make this right, Ophelia. God is calling me home soon. How can I rest in peace if you aren’t safe? You’re like a daughter to me.” A single tear trailed over Arcott’s papery cheek, and the fight drained out of her.

         “You’ve already made things right by me, Vicar. Don’t you see? I wouldn’t be here, alive and well, if it weren’t for you.”

         “We erected a lie on consecrated ground. Every time I pass Adam’s headstone with your name, I apologize to him and the Lord. But I can’t apologize enough, can I?”

         Guilt pounded at her with cruel fists, but that was her burden to bear, not the vicar’s. The man may have salvaged some good from the situation, but she’d caused it to begin with. Phee wiped a second tear from the old man’s cheek. “No boy of thirteen should die. It’s not fair. He drowned, and there’s nothing we can do about that. Your quick thinking saved me from a living hell. Not only the one I lived with Uncle Milton but also the one he’d arranged for me. Everything you did—lending the weight of your influence to hurry the burial, guarding Adam so the doctor didn’t examine him naked, and then keeping my secret—all that worked for the greater good. If not for your tutelage, I never could have returned to boarding school as my brother and kept up. And at the end of the year, when I turn twenty-five and Uncle has to hand over my inheritance, I will have the means to start over somewhere else as a woman. America, or the Continent. Somewhere. You say you can’t apologize enough, but I can’t thank you enough.” A new year, with a new life and a new name in a new country.

         Phee glanced over at John. “I owe both of you a debt I can never repay. Thank you, John, for attempting to protect me, however misguided. I know it was your father’s idea, but I appreciate that you were willing to saddle yourself with me. You’re a loyal friend. But you’re also an arse.”

         John laughed, shaking his head. “You’d be lucky to land a gent like me.”

         Her earlier irritation at him slipped away. No wonder he’d been grumpy and making comments about her lack of wifely skills—he’d been envisioning a loveless future with her.

         “No woman wants a man who’s in love with someone else. I’ll never be Daisy.” He’d had eyes only for the delicate blonde for as long as she could remember. Still did, judging by the vibrant blush visible at the mention of her name. “Marry her, if she’ll have you. If she’s as sweet as I remember, you have a greater chance of survival with her, anyway. Lord knows I’d smother you in your sleep within a week.”

         With a grinning nod, John accepted her verbal peace offering. “I’m sorry I made that crack about you sewing your clothes. ’Tis a fine coat.”

         She smiled. “Cal is a bit of a dandy. I always replace the buttons with more sensible ones. But the gold and silver ones bring a fair price. When the time comes, I’ll have a tidy nest egg in addition to my inheritance.”

         “Will you stay here, or shall you take a room in the village?” John asked.

         “I have a few days before I need to return. I’ll make a pallet and stay here if you don’t mind. Uncle might hear of it if I stay at the inn.” She’d slept worse places than a floor, more than once.

         “Take John’s bed. He’s been sleeping in here all week anyway,” Arcott said.

         “He’s right. I’ll sleep in here. Father, are you hungry? Mrs. Courtland stopped by earlier with a cottage pie.”

         “Feed Phee. Girl needs some meat on her.” The fading reply from the bed left her and John exchanging a look.

         In the kitchen, John served two generous helpings of the cold meal onto plates, then another portion so small it would barely feed a child.

         “Does he only eat that much? He’s so slim, I worry,” Phee said. At John’s amused glance, she rolled her eyes. “I know. Pot calling the kettle black. But I’m skin and bones by nature—your father isn’t.”

         “He eats a few bites once or twice a day. Not much else for weeks now. That’s one reason I think he’s not long for this world.”

         Tucking a cloth over the cottage pie, Phee set it in the larder and poured three glasses of milk. The utensils were exactly where they’d always been; the kitchen hadn’t changed in the sixteen years since she’d first set foot in it. The butcher-block counter still smelled of the same oil the vicar, and now—she assumed—John, used every month to seal the wood. There was a bottle back in her room she kept for whittling, and the scent reminded her of home each time she opened it.

         A deep gouge in the countertop made her pause as she organized their meal on a tray. When she’d made this cut, she’d cried, fearful the vicar would be mad at her for not paying attention when she sliced her sandwich. Phee ran a finger over the wood and smiled at the memory now. That day years ago, Vicar Arcott had wiped her tears, made sure she hadn’t nicked herself when the knife slipped, then told her she’d simply made her mark on the house. That every time he saw the scarred wood, he would think of her.

         After this trip, she might never come home again. Home. The idea made her throat tight. Knowing the story behind scuffed counters and the location of the forks might be an odd definition of home, but if she were asked for a reference, this tidy vicarage would be it.

         “What will you do when he goes?” It was a struggle to get the question past the looming grief.

         “I’ve accepted a teaching position here in the village. Since I’m not stuck with you forever,” he teased, “I’ll court Daisy properly.”

         That made her smile. As long as John would be happy in this corner of England with the baker’s daughter, then something in the world was as it should be.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A few hours later, as the sun dipped below the horizon, the days of travel packed into the mail coach caught up with her.

         “If you yawn any bigger, your head will fall off. Go to bed,” John said. The vicar had been dozing for a half hour, and they’d dimmed the lamps so as not to disturb his sleep.

         Nodding, Phee shuffled outside to the privy to take care of business, then returned inside to John’s room. As she crawled between the sheets, the moon peeked in through the small paned window. It hung like a lantern in the sky, giving plenty of light to see the familiar bedroom where she, John, and Adam had passed countless winter days.

         As a child, she’d daydreamed of a different life, one in which her parents survived to see her grown. Now an adult, she’d accepted the loss of them. Memories faded over time, lost their crisp edges. She couldn’t even remember what her mother smelled like, or her father’s laugh.

         Adam was the ghost she clung to.

         But there was no denying life would have been better if her parents had lived. It wouldn’t matter that Milton was a despicable human being. At thirteen, she wouldn’t have learned she could be sold and traded like livestock—a commodity and not a child. All it had taken was a business associate of Milton’s wanting to take her off his hands.

         Life would be so different. She would be so different. Adam might still be alive.

         With only the moon for company, it was easy to become maudlin. Phee closed her eyes and rolled over, breathing in the traces of the fresh herb sachet Arcott used in his linen cupboard.

         The vicar had stopped including lavender in the sachets when, at the age of ten, she’d launched a persuasive argument on the properties of other herbs and declared her unshakable opinion that lavender smelled of cat piss. He’d used only thyme and rosemary after that.

         Some things didn’t change. Yet nothing remained the same.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         You look like hell, Puppy. Are you sure about this?” Cal yelled over his shoulder as he removed his coat and unwound his cravat, because he already knew the answer. Just like he had a propensity for taking a dare, Adam didn’t back down from a fencing challenge. Of course, that assumed Cal offered a challenge, which was debatable these days. Adam had been a quick study. Given those dark circles under Adam’s eyes, Cal might actually stand a chance today. The lad had been traveling for days and looked like he might need a day or two to recover from bouncing about on a mail coach.

         “I could beat you if I were half-dead and blind drunk,” Adam said, grabbing his favorite fencing foil and inspecting the blade in the light by the window.

         “An appropriate boast, since you appear half-dead.” Removing a foil from its storage cupboard in the corner, Cal zigzagged the tip of the sword through the air. It might be unsportsmanlike to challenge the lad when he clearly needed a few more hours of sleep, but sportsmanlike conduct rarely came into play with close friendships.

         “I’m fine. I can sleep and be back in top form. You can’t sleep and get any younger. Now take your position,” Adam said.

         Cal grinned. “Oh, it’s like that, is it? Big words for someone whose bollocks probably only dropped last year. Prepare to be trounced, whippersnapper.”

         They took their places, face-to-face in the long gallery. Adam rolled his eyes as he shook his sleeve off his cuff, then adjusted his stance. “My bollocks are perfectly adequate, thank you.”

         Cal dropped his sword arm and stared in horror. “Puppy, under no circumstances does a gentleman ever refer to his bits as merely adequate. Perhaps you should work on other skills. Not every man can be blessed below the belt, so learn to make up for it in alternate ways or you’ll end up a lonely, sexless old man.”

         “Like you?” Adam quipped.

         Cal glared and tried not to laugh. “I don’t even have a decade on you.”

         “A lot can happen in a decade.”

         “En garde, smart-arse.”

         It had been a while since he’d had a lover, but that was perfectly normal. These things ebbed and flowed. He’d been too busy to spend his energies in that direction, and he was tremendously picky.

         Metal clanged against metal as they fell into the familiar parry and thrust movements, traveling up and down the long gallery. Whenever Cal thought to slip his blade through a gap in Adam’s guard, his friend caught the motion at the last moment and corrected.

         Hell and blast. He might not be able to win, even with Puppy half-asleep on his feet. Just as he thought it, Adam scored a point. The tip of his blade tapped Cal’s shoulder as he tried to dance away. When skill couldn’t cut it, a distraction might work in his favor.

         “Do you plan to stay all day? If so, I have a situation that could use your talents.” The words came out heavier than he’d like in between breaths. Small consolation that Adam appeared to be working harder for each point today too. He usually bounced through the day with barely restrained enthusiasm. Good to see he didn’t actually have springs for feet and unending energy reserves.

         The Puppy took a swipe at Cal’s chest and nearly scored before Cal jerked back and blocked with his blade. “Are you trying to distract me with work?”

         Cal flashed him a grin and wiggled his brows. “Is it working?” Teasing opened him to attack. It took only a split second of distraction, but Adam took advantage and scored a final point.

         Resting the tip of the foil on the toe of his boot, Adam breathed heavily. “What’s the situation?”

         “I need some ears at the docks. The Wilhelmina was due in port last month with a valuable cargo hold. When I ask around, I get the placating ‘don’t worry, milord’ speeches. See if I need to break bad news to worried investors.”

         “Wasn’t your father one of those investors?”

         “One of the largest, yes. So you see my concern.”

         “Sending your errand boy all over Town when he’s only just returned home?” Emma said. Cal turned and spied his sister. Light flooded the narrow space and made her curls shine where she leaned against the wall and bit into an apple. “Good match, though. You’re quick, Mr. Hardwick.”

         Adam saluted with his blade and sent her a cheeky wink. “Thank you, Lady Emma, but Cal nearly took that last point. I’m lagging a bit today.”

         Cal wrapped his blade in oilcloth and set it in the cupboard with the rest of the fencing gear. Without a word, he held out a hand to Adam for the other foil, then wrapped and stored that sword as well.

         A glance at the pair showed Emma eyeing the Puppy’s waistcoat appreciatively. “That fabric is beautiful. I wouldn’t have pegged you as a dandy.”

         The clothing in question had been Cal’s a month ago, although Adam probably wouldn’t say so, and neither would Cal.

         Adam brushed a hand over the brightly colored brocade waistcoat, his cheeks a vivid pink to match the fabric. “It’s my one extravagance. Everything else I wear is black, white, or brown. I think it’s far enough away from my head that I can wear whatever I want, without worrying it clashes with my hair.”

         Emma cocked her head, then nodded. “I imagine that would be a problem. You’re lucky you don’t have to worry about wearing color beyond a waistcoat. Fifty years ago, it would have been a different story.”

         The Puppy’s giggle sounded young and so different from the usual tone he used with the other men that Cal glanced over. “Can you imagine the horror of me in a rose silk jacket?” The pair laughed like longtime companions.

         If Emma would fall for Adam, maybe Cal could sleep at night, content knowing his sister was safe from her unfortunate propensity to flirt with men as dissolute as their father.

         “Calvin?” Her sweet tone jarred him from wishful thinking.

         “What do you want, brat?”

         “Lord Roxbury is taking me for a drive in a half hour. When would you like me home?”

         Roxbury. The man’s attention seemed fixed on Emma. Cal gave her a hard stare. “I notice you aren’t asking my permission to go for a drive with Roxbury. You know how I feel about him.”

         “Oh, please, Cal,” she said in a wheedling tone. “He’s ever so handsome and he really likes me.”

         “They all like you, Emma. You have a pretty face and a healthy dowry.” Cal looked to the ceiling as if the patron saint of annoying siblings would sprinkle more patience from heaven on him. Lord knew he needed it.

         “But he might make me an offer. He’s hinted as much, and I would like to know him better before then. Catching a husband is the whole reason I’m in London, is it not?”

         “You make it sound like it’s a pheasant hunt and you’re beating him out of the reeds,” Cal said. Emma would do what she wanted no matter what. The more he kicked and screamed about damned Roxbury, the more appealing she’d find the reprobate. The way through this situation was to come at her from the side, not head-on, otherwise she would raise hell. He’d need to have a chat with Roxbury himself. “Be home in an hour. Stick to the public parks. If he arrives in a closed carriage, I’ll box his ears, and everything I’ve agreed to will be null and void. Am I clear?” Thank God she’d have her maid with her.

         Emma bounced on her toes, clapping her hands like she used to when she was younger and not a complete pain in the backside. “You’re the best brother ever!” After a kiss on his cheek, she skipped out of the room.

         The enthusiasm would be endearing if it wasn’t for someone like Roxbury. Cal intercepted a glance from Adam. “Don’t look at me like that. Give her time. She’ll annoy the spine out of you too.”

         “Think she’ll be all right?” Adam asked.

         “I hope so. If he lays a finger on her, I’ll chop off his stones and shove them down his throat.” Still, the worry niggled his brain. A conversation with the scoundrel needed to happen soon. “I could use some coffee, and you look like you’re ready to drop from exhaustion. Let’s go downstairs. You can tell me about your trip.”

         Their footsteps thundered on the stairs to the first floor. Without discussion, Cal headed to the library and Adam followed, their strides falling into synchronization. It was good to have him home. During the last couple of weeks, he’d turned around to talk to his friend countless times, only to find Adam gone. Having him back in the house, resuming their usual schedule of fencing and sharing a meal while discussing work and life, soothed the remaining tension from the conversation with Emma.

         As was their habit, Adam rang for coffee before settling into the same leather chair Amesbury had preferred when he’d stayed here. “I missed this place,” Adam sighed.

         “London, my house, or this library in particular?”

         “This chair specifically, but I was referring to the library.”

         “I’m sure the chair missed you too. It’s been quiet around here. Not that I mind you taking the time off. I went to Almack’s without you. Twice.” And it had been boring but for the worry over Emma causing his eye to twitch.

         “Oh, the horror,” Adam deadpanned.

         “It was, rather. Not that I deserved any less punishment after my appalling behavior. I know I apologized already, but I feel awful about the comments I made that night.”

         “I appreciate that, but think no more on the matter.”

         It didn’t seem like enough, somehow. Perhaps because he’d had two weeks to stew in his guilt. “I’d love to have known Ophelia. Especially if she was anything like you. I’m sorry for your loss and my careless words.”

         Adam cleared his throat. “I think she’d have liked you too. Thank you.”

         “And how was the vicar? Do you think he’ll recover?”

         “Arcott insists he has no intention of going to be with God anytime soon, but I said my goodbyes just in case. John was right to send for me.” He clapped, as if slamming the book shut on that conversation. “Now. Tell me why Almack’s was a horror, and leave nothing out. I want to hear how miserable you were without my glowing presence.”

         Cal sank into his seat and leaned his head against the padded wing of the chair. “Roxbury danced with her twice this week—one of them a waltz. He might as well have fallen to his knees right there and declared himself. But then he danced the other waltz and a quadrille with that Dowling chit. Emma ranted about it.” He closed his eyes at the memory of the tirade he’d endured on the way home.

         “Remind me again, why do we hate Roxbury? Beyond his general abhorrence of civil conversation, I mean. I remember looking into his name a while ago, but not the specifics.”

         “That thing last year with the opera dancer and my father? Roxbury took up with her next and shared every indelicate detail she spilled in private.”

         Understanding dawned in Adam’s expression. “How could I forget the marquess’s-mini-member jokes? You’re right. We hate him.”

         Cal’s father, the Marquess of Eastly, had a penchant for opera dancers. That one in particular hadn’t appreciated receiving paste gems as a parting gift. Her revenge had been brutal and effective. Now not only had every man in Town discussed or heard discussions of the size of his father’s allegedly uninspiring cock, but there’d been rampant speculation that Cal shared the condition. The whole situation struck him as juvenile, but really, he should be used to it by now. Father seemed incapable of staying out of trouble. A character trait Emma might share, if this budding relationship with Roxbury gave any indication.

         “Roxbury’s attention to Emma doesn’t sit right. I can’t believe his intentions are honorable.” Worry nagged at him. Emma would be safe enough in an open carriage with a maid in tow, but the social restrictions didn’t seem like enough when applied to his baby sister and a rotter like Roxbury.

         “Honorable intentions seem in short supply with that one,” Adam agreed.

         A maid entered with a rolling cart piled high with coffee, cream, and sugar. Cook had a soft spot for Adam and shared Cal’s determination to fatten the lad, as shown by a stack of sandwiches that could feed five men.

         The friends ate in silence for long moments while they drank coffee in front of the empty grate. The day was too warm for a fire and would only get warmer. Early summer in the city meant an odd mix of gorgeous blooming flowers, greenery, and the scent of filth baking on the streets and in the Thames.

         Here in the dim cool of the library, thick velvet curtains muted the sun. Shelves of books and foil-pressed wallpaper created the illusion that those streets were a world away. The silence grew.

         “Are you falling asleep over there, Puppy?”

         “Almost. Those days of travel took it out of me. I can’t seem to sleep enough,” came the drowsy reply.

         “Finally, a sign that you’re getting old.”

         “The coffee should wake me up in a few minutes. I’ll ask after the Wilhelmina. If she went down, there will be talk. But we both know the ship could have simply run into weather.”

         “Agreed. Let’s hope for the best. I received three letters from investors this week and need to be prepared for every event, though.” Another letter sat behind him on his desk, and Cal was fairly certain it pertained to the same topic. When ventures paid out, everyone was happy. But one constant in finance—whether playing on the Exchange or dabbling in trade—investments carried risk. Like any game of chance, the risk was part of the fun but could be the ruin of a man. And Eastly had invested more heavily than Cal had advised.

         “Maybe take a nap when you return. There’s a room upstairs at the ready for the day you quit that hovel you rent and decide to embrace creature comforts.”

         “I’m not having that conversation again. I’ll go home after the docks, then see you bright and early tomorrow.”

         Cal sighed. When God had created this particular Adam, he’d crammed a lot of stubbornness into such a skinny package. “Fine. Be careful on the way home.”
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