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Hampshire, England

      
August 1875

      “The devil knows why my life should be ruined,” Devon Ravenel said grimly, “all because a cousin I never liked fell from a horse.”

      “Theo didn’t fall, precisely,” his younger brother, Weston, replied. “He was thrown.”

      “Obviously the horse found him as insufferable as I did.” Devon paced around the receiving room in restless, abbreviated strides. “If Theo hadn’t already broken his damned neck, I’d like to go and break it for him.”

      West sent him a glance of exasperated amusement. “How can you complain when you’ve just inherited an earldom that confers an estate in Hampshire, lands in Norfolk, a house in London —”

      “All entailed. Forgive my lack of enthusiasm for land and properties that I’ll never own and can’t sell.”

      “You may be able to break the entailment, depending on how it was settled. If so, you could sell everything and be done with it.”

      “God willing.” Devon glanced at a bloom of mold in the corner with disgust. “No one could reasonably expect me to live here. The place is a shambles.”

      This was the first time either of them had ever set foot in Eversby Priory, the ancestral family domain built over the remains of a monastic residence and church. Although Devon had become ennobled shortly after his cousin’s death three months ago, he had waited as long as possible before facing the mountain of problems he now confronted.

      So far he had seen only this room and the entrance hall, the two areas that were supposed to impress visitors the most. The rugs were worn, the furniture threadbare, the plaster wall moldings dingy and cracked. None of this boded well for the condition of the rest of the house.

      “It needs refurbishing,” West admitted.

      “It needs to be razed to the ground.”

      “It’s not so bad —” West broke off with a yelp as his foot began to sink into a depression in the rug. He hopped away and stared at the bowl-shaped indentation. “What the deuce…?”

      Devon bent and lifted the corner of the rug to reveal a rotting hole in the flooring beneath. Shaking his head, he dropped the rug back into place and went to a window fitted with diamond-shaped panes. The lead came that joined the window glass was corroded, the hinges and fittings rusted.

      “Why hasn’t that been repaired?” West asked.

      “For want of money, obviously.”

      “But how could that be? The estate comes with twenty thousand acres. All those tenants, the annual yields —”

      “Estate farming is no longer profitable.”

      “In Hampshire?”

      Devon sent him a dark glance before returning his attention to the view. “Anywhere.”

      The Hampshire scenery was green and bucolic, neatly divided by bottle-green hedgerows in bloom. However, somewhere beyond the cheerful huddles of thatched-roof cottages and the fertile tracts of chalk down and ancient woodland, thousands of miles of steel track were being laid out for an onslaught of locomotive engines and railcars. All across England, new factories and mill towns had begun to appear faster than hazel catkins in the spring. It had been Devon’s bad luck to inherit a title just as a tide of industry was sweeping away aristocratic traditions and entitled modes of living.

      “How do you know?” his brother asked.

      “Everyone knows, West. Grain prices have collapsed. When did you last read an issue of the Times? Have you paid no attention to the discussions at the club or the taverns?”

      “Not when the subject was farming,” came West’s dour reply. He sat heavily, rubbing his temples. “I don’t like this. I thought we had agreed never to be serious about anything.”

      “I’m trying. But death and poverty have a way of making everything seem rather less amusing.” Leaning his forehead against the windowpane, Devon said morosely, “I’ve always enjoyed a comfortable life without having to perform a single day of honest labor. Now I have responsibilities.” He said the word as if it were a profanity.

      “I’ll help you think of ways to avoid them.” Rummaging in his coat, West pulled a silver flask from an inside pocket. He uncapped it and took a long swallow.

      Devon’s brows lifted. “Isn’t it a bit early for that? You’ll be stewed by noon.”

      “Yes, but it won’t happen unless I start now.” West tilted the flask again.

      The habits of self-indulgence, Devon reflected with concern, were catching up with his younger brother. West was a tall and handsome man of four-and-twenty, with a wily intelligence that he preferred to use as seldom as possible. In the past year, an excess of strong drink had lent a ruddy cast to West’s cheeks, and softened his neck and waistline. Although Devon had made a point of never interfering in his brother’s affairs, he wondered if he should mention something about his swilling. No, West would only resent the unwanted advice.

      After replacing the flask in his coat, West steepled his hands and regarded Devon over the tips of his fingers. “You need to acquire capital, and sire an heir. A rich wife would solve both problems.”

      Devon blanched. “You know I’ll never marry.” He understood his limitations: He wasn’t meant to be a husband or father. The idea of repeating the travesty of his childhood, with himself in the role of the cruel and indifferent parent, made his skin crawl. “When I die,” he continued, “you’re next in line.”

      “Do you actually believe I’ll outlive you?” West asked. “With all my vices?”

      “I have just as many.”

      “Yes, but I’m far more enthusiastic about mine.”

      Devon couldn’t hold back a wry laugh.

      No one could have foreseen that the two of them, from a far-flung branch of the Ravenels, would be the last in a lineage that could be traced back to the Norman Conquest. Unfortunately, Ravenels had always been too hot-blooded and impulsive. They yielded to every temptation, indulged in every sin, and scorned every virtue, with the result that they tended to die faster than they could reproduce.

      Now there were only two left.

      Although Devon and West were wellborn, they had never been part of the peerage, a world so rarefied that the highest levels were impermeable even for minor gentry. Devon knew little of the complex rules and rituals that distinguished aristocrats from the common masses. What he did know was that the Eversby estate was no windfall, but a trap. It could no longer generate enough income to sustain itself. It would devour the modest annual income from his trust, crush him, and then it would finish off his brother.

      “Let the Ravenels come to an end,” Devon said. “We’re a bad lot and always have been. Who will care if the earldom goes extinct?”

      “The servants and tenants might object to losing their incomes and homes,” West said dryly.

      “They can all go hang. I’ll tell you how what’s to be done: First I’ll send Theo’s widow and sisters packing; they’re of no use to me.”

      “Devon —” he heard his brother say uneasily.

      “Then I’ll find a way to break the entailment, split the estate apart, and sell it piecemeal. If that’s not possible, I’ll strip the house of everything valuable, tear it down, and sell the stone —”

      “Devon.” West gestured to the doorway, where a small, slim woman veiled in black stood at the threshold.

      Theo’s widow.

      She was the daughter of Lord Carbery, an Irish peer who owned a stud farm in Glengarrif. She had been married to Theo only three days before he had died. Such tragedy coming on the heels of a customarily joyful event must have been a cruel shock. As one of the last few members of a dwindling family, Devon supposed he should have sent her a letter of sympathy when Theo’s accident had occurred. But somehow the thought had never translated into action, only stayed in his mind like a bit of lint caught on a coat lapel.

      Perhaps Devon might have forced himself to send condolences if he hadn’t despised his cousin so much. Life had favored Theo in many ways, gifting him with wealth, privilege, and handsomeness. But instead of being grateful for his good fortune, Theo had always been smug and superior. A bully. Since Devon had never been able to overlook an insult or provocation, he had ended up brawling with Theo whenever they were together. It would have been a lie to say he was sorry that he would never see his cousin again.

      As for Theo’s widow, she had no need of sympathy. She was young and childless, and she had a jointure, which would make it easy for her to marry again. Although she was reputed to be a beauty, it was impossible to judge; a heavy black veil obscured her in a mist of gloom. One thing was certain: After what she had just overheard, she must think Devon despicable.

      He didn’t give a damn.

      As Devon and West bowed, the widow responded with a perfunctory curtsy. “Welcome, my lord. And Mr. Ravenel. I will provide a list of the household inventory as soon as possible, so that you may loot and pillage in an organized fashion.” Her voice was refined, the cut-glass syllables frosted with dislike.

      Devon watched alertly as she came farther into the room. Her figure was too slender for his taste, wandlike in the heft of mourning clothes. But there was something riveting about her controlled movement, a subtle volatility contained within stillness.

      “My condolences for your loss,” he said.

      “My congratulations for your gain.”

      Devon frowned. “I assure you, I never wanted your husband’s title.”

      “It’s true,” West said. “He complained about it all the way from London.”

      Devon sent his brother a damning glance.

      “The butler, Sims, will be available to show you the house and grounds at your leisure,” the widow said. “Since I am, as you remarked, of no use to you, I will retire to my room and begin to pack.”

      “Lady Trenear,” Devon said curtly, “we seem to have started off on bad footing. I apologize if I’ve given offense.”

      “No need to apologize, my lord. Such remarks are no less than what I expected of you.” She continued before Devon could reply. “May I ask how long you intend to stay at Eversby Priory?”

      “Two nights, I expect. At dinner, perhaps you and I could discuss —”

      “I’m afraid my sisters-in-law and I will not be able to dine with you. We are overset by grief, and shall take our meals separately.”

      “Countess —”

      Ignoring him, she left the room without another word. Without even a curtsy.

      Stunned and outraged, Devon stared at the empty doorway with narrowed eyes. Women never treated him with such contempt. He felt his temper threatening to break loose. How the hell could she hold him at fault for the situation when he’d had no choice in any of it?

      “What did I do to deserve that?” he demanded.

      West’s mouth twitched. “Aside from saying you were going to cast her out and destroy her home?”

      “I apologized!”

      “Never apologize to women. It only confirms that you were wrong, and incenses them further.”

      Devon would be damned if he’d tolerate the insolence of a woman who should have been offering to help him, instead of heaping blame on his head. Widow or not, she was about to learn a much-needed lesson.

      “I’m going to talk to her,” he said grimly.

      Lifting his feet onto the upholstered settee, West stretched out and arranged a pillow beneath his head. “Wake me when it’s over.”

      Devon left the receiving room and followed the widow with long, ground-eating strides. He caught a glimpse of her at the end of the hallway, her dress and veil rippling as she sped away like a pirate ship at full sail.

      “Wait,” he called after her. “I didn’t mean what I said earlier.”

      “You did mean it.” She stopped and whirled to face Devon in an abrupt motion. “You intend to destroy the estate, and your family legacy, all for your own selfish purposes.”

      He stopped in front of her, his hands gripped into fists. “Look here,” he said coldly, “the most I’ve ever had to manage is a terrace apartment, a cookmaid, a valet, and one horse. And now I’m expected to look after a foundering estate with more than two hundred tenant farms. I would think that merits some consideration. Even sympathy.”

      “Poor you. How trying it must be, how inconvenient, for you to have to think about someone other than yourself.”

      With that parting jab, she tried to leave. However, she had stopped near an arched niche in the wall, intended for the display of statuary or art objects on pedestals.

      Devon had her now. Deliberately he braced his hands on either side of the recess, blocking her retreat. He heard her breath catch, and – although he wasn’t proud of it – he felt a bolt of satisfaction at having unnerved her.

      “Let me pass,” she said.

      He didn’t move, keeping her captive. “First tell me your name.”

      “Why? I would never give you leave to use it.”

      Exasperated, he studied her shrouded form. “Has it occurred to you that we have more to gain from mutual cooperation than hostility?”

      “I’ve just lost my husband and my home. What precisely do I have to gain, my lord?”

      “Perhaps you should find out before you decide to make an enemy of me.”

      “You were the enemy before you ever set foot here.”

      Devon found himself straining to see through the veil. “Must you wear that blasted head covering?” he asked irritably. “It’s like conversing with a lampshade.”

      “It’s called a weeping veil, and yes, I must wear it in the presence of a visitor.”

      “I’m not a visitor, I’m your cousin.”

      “Only by marriage.”

      As he contemplated her, Devon felt his temper begin to subside. How small she was, as fragile and quick as a sparrow. He gentled his tone. “Come, don’t be stubborn. There’s no need to wear the veil around me unless you’re literally weeping, in which case I would insist that you put it back down immediately. I can’t abide a woman crying.”

      “Because you’re secretly soft-hearted?” she asked sarcastically.

      A distant memory stung him, one he hadn’t allowed himself to think about in years. He tried to shake it off, but his mind stubbornly retained the image of himself as a boy of five or six, sitting at the closed door of his mother’s dressing room, agitated by the sounds of weeping on the other side. He didn’t know what had made her cry, but it had undoubtedly been a failed love affair, of which there had been many. His mother had been a renowned beauty who often fell in and out of love in a single night. His father, exhausted by her caprices and driven by his own demons, had rarely been at home. Devon remembered the suffocating helplessness of listening to her sob but not being able to reach her. He had settled for pushing handkerchiefs under the door, begging her to open it, asking repeatedly what was wrong.

      “Dev, you’re sweet,” she had said through her sniffles. “All little boys are. But then you all grow up to be so selfish and cruel. You were born to break women’s hearts.”

      “I won’t, Mummy,” he had cried in alarm. “I promise I won’t.”

      He had heard a laughing sob, as if he’d said something foolish. “Of course you will, poppet. You’ll do it without even trying.”

      The scene had been repeated on other occasions, but that was the one Devon remembered most clearly.

      As it had turned out, his mother had been right. Or at least, he’d often been accused of breaking women’s hearts. But he had always made it clear that he had no intention of marrying. Even if he fell in love, he would never make that kind of promise to a woman. There was no reason for it, when any promise could be broken. Having experienced the pain that people who loved each other could inflict, he had no desire to do that to anyone.

      His attention returned to the woman in front of him. “No, I’m not soft-hearted,” he said in answer to her question. “In my opinion, a woman’s tears are manipulative and even worse, unattractive.”

      “You,” she said with certainty, “are the vilest man I have ever met.”

      Devon was amused by the way she enunciated every word as if it had been shot from a bow. “How many men have you met?”

      “Enough to recognize a wicked one when I see him.”

      “I doubt you can see much of anything through this veil.” He reached out to finger the edge of the black gauze. “You can’t possibly like to wear it.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “Because it hides your face when you cry,” he said rather than asked.

      “I never cry.”

      Taken aback, Devon wondered if he had heard her correctly. “You mean not since your husband’s accident?”

      “Not even then.”

      What kind of woman would say such a thing, even if it were true? Devon gripped the front of the veil and began to hike it upward. “Hold still.” He pushed handfuls of the crepe back over the little headpiece that anchored it. “No, don’t pull away. The two of us are going to stand face-to-face and attempt a civilized conversation. Good God, you could rig a merchant ship with all this —”

      Devon broke off as her face was uncovered. He found himself staring into a pair of amber eyes that tilted at the outer corners in a catlike slant. For a moment he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, while all his senses struggled to take her in.

      He had never seen anything like her.

      She was younger than he had expected, with a fair complexion and auburn hair that looked too heavy for its pins. A set of wide, pronounced cheekbones and a narrow jaw imparted an exquisite feline triangularity to her features. The curves of her lips were so full that even when she pressed them together tightly, as she was doing now, they still looked soft. Although she was not conventionally beautiful, she was so original that it rendered the question of beauty inconsequential.

      Her mourning dress was slim and tightly fitted from the neck to the hips before flaring into a series of complex pleats. A man could only guess at the figure encased in all that boning and ruching and intricate stitching. Even her wrists and hands were obscured by black gloves. Aside from her face, the only visible skin was at her throat, where the front of her high collar parted with a U-shaped notch. He could see the vulnerable movement of her swallow. It looked so very soft, that private place, where a man might press his lips and feel the rhythm of her pulse.

      He wanted to start there, kissing her throat, while he undressed her like an intricately wrapped gift until she was gasping and squirming beneath him. If she were any other woman, and they had found themselves in any other circumstances, Devon would have seduced her on the spot. Realizing that it would not do to stand there gaping a landed trout, he searched through his hot, disordered thoughts for some conventional remark, something coherent.

      To his surprise, she was the first to break the silence. “My name is Kathleen.”

      An Irish name. “Why do you have no accent?”

      “I was sent to England as a child, to live with family friends in Leominster.”

      “Why?”

      A frown knit between her winged brows. “My parents were very much occupied with their horses. They spent several months of each year in Egypt to purchase Arabian bloodstock for their farm. I was… an inconvenience. Their friends Lord and Lady Berwick, who were also horse people, offered to take me in and raise me with their two daughters.”

      “Do your parents still live in Ireland?”

      “My mother has passed away, but my father is still there.” Her gaze turned distant, her thoughts chasing elsewhere. “He sent Asad to me as a wedding present.”

      “Asad,” Devon repeated, puzzled.

      Refocusing on him, Kathleen looked perturbed, color sweeping from her neck to her hairline.

      Then Devon understood. “The horse that threw Theo,” he said quietly.

      “It wasn’t Asad’s fault. He was so badly trained that my father bought him back from the man who had originally purchased him.”

      “Why give a problem horse to you?”

      “Lord Berwick often allowed me to help him train the young colts.”

      Devon ran a deliberate glance over her fine-boned frame. “You’re no bigger than a sparrow.”

      “One doesn’t use brute force to train an Arabian. They’re a sensitive breed – they require understanding and skill.”

      Two things that Theo had lacked. How bloody stupid he had been to risk his neck and a valuable animal along with it.

      “Did Theo do it on a lark?” Devon couldn’t resist asking. “Was he trying to show off?”

      A glint of searing emotion appeared in those luminous eyes before it was quickly extinguished. “He was in a temper. He wouldn’t be dissuaded.”

      That was a Ravenel for you.

      If anyone had ever dared to contradict Theo, or refuse him anything, it had ignited an explosion. Perhaps Kathleen had thought she could manage him, or that time would mellow him. She couldn’t have known that a Ravenel’s temper usually outweighed any sense of self-preservation. Devon would have liked to consider himself above that sort of thing, but he had succumbed to it more than once in the past, throwing himself into the volcanic pit of consuming fury. It always felt glorious until one had to face the consequences.

      Kathleen folded her arms tightly, each small, black-gloved hand forming a clamp around the opposite elbow. “Some people said I should have had Asad put down after the accident. But it would be cruel, and wrong, to punish him for something that wasn’t his fault.”

      “Have you considered selling him?”

      “I wouldn’t want to. But even if I did, I would have to retrain him first.”

      Devon doubted the wisdom of allowing Kathleen anywhere near a horse that had just killed her husband, albeit inadvertently. And in all likelihood, she wouldn’t be able to stay at Eversby Priory long enough to make any progress with the Arabian.

      However, now wasn’t the time to point that out.

      “I’d like to see the grounds,” he said. “Will you walk with me?”

      Looking perturbed, Kathleen retreated a half step. “I’ll arrange for the head gardener to show them to you.”

      “I would prefer you.” Devon paused before asking deliberately, “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”

      Her brows rushed downward. “Certainly not.”

      “Then walk with me.”

      Ignoring his proffered arm, she slid him a wary glance. “Shall we invite your brother?”

      Devon shook his head. “He’s napping.”

      “At this hour of the day? Is he ill?”

      “No, he keeps the schedule of a cat. Long hours of slumber interrupted by brief periods of self-grooming.”

      He saw the corners of her lips deepen with reluctant amusement. “Come, then,” she murmured, brushing by him to walk briskly along the hallway, and he followed without hesitation.
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      After only a few minutes in Devon Ravenel’s company, Kathleen had no doubt that every damning rumor she had heard about him was true. He was a selfish ass. A repellent, boorish rake.

      He was handsome… she would give him that. Although not in the way of Theo, who had been blessed with the refined features and golden hair of a young Apollo. Devon Ravenel’s dark good looks were bold and raffish, weathered with a cynicism that made him look every bit his twenty-eight years. She felt a little shock every time she looked up into his eyes, the blue of a rough winter ocean, the vivid irises rimmed with blue-black. His face was smooth shaven, but the lower half was shadowed with a beard grain that even the sharpest razor would not completely remove.

      He seemed exactly like the kind of man that Lady Berwick, who had raised Kathleen, had warned her about. “You will encounter men who will have designs on you, my dear. Men without scruple, who will employ charm, lies, and seductive skills to ruin innocent young women for their own impure gratification. When you find yourself in the company of such a scoundrel, flee without hesitation.”

      “But how will I know if a man is a scoundrel?” Kathleen had asked.

      “By the unwholesome glint in his eye and the ease of his charm. His presence may excite rather lurid sensations. Such a man has a certain something in his physical presence… a quality of ‘animal spirits,’ as my mama used to call it. Do you understand, Kathleen?”

      “I think so,” she had said, although she hadn’t at the time.

      Now Kathleen knew exactly what Lady Berwick had meant. The man strolling beside her possessed animal spirits in abundance.

      “From what I’ve seen so far,” Devon remarked, “it would be far more sensible to set fire to this rotting heap of timber rather than to try and repair it.”

      Kathleen’s eyes widened. “Eversby Priory is historic. It’s four hundred years old.”

      “So is the plumbing, I’ll wager.”

      “The plumbing is adequate,” she said defensively.

      One of his brows arched. “Sufficiently adequate for me to take a shower bath?”

      She hesitated before admitting, “You won’t have a shower bath.”

      “A regular bath, then? Lovely. What kind of modern vessel shall I find myself soaking in tonight? A rusted pail?”

      To Kathleen’s chagrin, she felt her mouth quiver with the beginnings of a smile. She managed to batten it down before replying with great dignity. “A portable tin bath.”

      “There are no cast-iron baths in any of the bathrooms?”

      “I’m afraid there are no bathrooms. The bath will be brought to your dressing room and removed after you are finished.”

      “Is there any piped water? Anywhere?”

      “The kitchen and the stables.”

      “But there are water closets in the house, of course.”

      She sent him a reproving glance at the mention of such an indelicate subject.

      “If you’re not too delicate to train horses,” he pointed out, “who are generally not known for their discretion about bodily functions, surely you can bring yourself to tell me the number of water closets in the mansion.”

      She colored as she forced herself to reply. “None. Only chamber pots at night, and an outdoor privy by day.”

      He gave her an incredulous glance, seeming genuinely offended by the idea. “None? At one time this was one of the most prosperous estates in England. Why the devil was the house never plumbed?”

      “Theo said that according to his father, there was no reason for it when they had so many servants.”

      “Of course. Such a delightful activity, running up and down the stairs with heavy cans of water. Not to mention chamber pots. How thankful the servants must be that no one has yet deprived them of such enjoyment.”

      “There’s no need for sarcasm,” she said. “It wasn’t my decision.”

      They proceeded along a curving path bordered with yews and ornamental pear trees, while Devon continued to scowl.

      A pair of miscreants was how Theo had described Devon and his younger brother. “They avoid polite society and prefer to associate with people of low character,” Theo had told her. “One may generally find them in East End taverns and sporting houses. Education was wasted on them. In fact, Weston left Oxford early because he didn’t want to stay there without Devon.” Kathleen had gathered that although Theo had no great fondness for either of his distant cousins, he had reserved a special dislike for Devon.

      What a strange turn of fate, that this man would be the one to take his place.

      “Why did you marry Theo?” Devon startled her by asking. “Was it a love match?”

      She frowned slightly. “I would prefer to limit our conversation to small talk.”

      “Small talk is a crashing bore.”

      “Regardless, people will expect a man of your position to be accomplished at it.”

      “Was Theo?” he asked snidely.

      “Yes.”

      Devon snorted. “I never saw him demonstrate that particular skill. Perhaps I was always too busy dodging his fists to notice.”

      “I think it’s safe to say that you and Theo didn’t bring out the best in each other.”

      “No. We were too much alike in our faults.” Mockery edged his tone as he added, “And it seems I have none of his virtues.”

      Kathleen remained silent, letting her gaze pass over a profusion of white hydrangea, geraniums, and tall stalks of red penstemon. Before her marriage, she had assumed that she knew all about Theo’s faults and virtues. During their six-month courtship and betrothal, they had attended dances and parties and had gone on carriage and horseback rides. Theo had been unfailingly charming. Although Kathleen had been warned about the infamous Ravenel temper by friends, she had been too infatuated to listen. Moreover, the constraints of courtship – chaperoned visits and limited outings – had kept her from understanding Theo’s true nature. Only too late had Kathleen learned a crucial fact of life: One could never truly know a man until one lived with him.

      “Tell me about his sisters,” she heard Devon say. “There are three, as I recall. All unmarried?”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      The oldest Ravenel daughter, Helen, was one-and-twenty. The twins, Cassandra and Pandora, were nineteen. Neither Theo nor his father had made arrangements for the girls in their wills. It was no easy task for a blue-blooded young woman with no dowry to attract an appropriate suitor. And the new earl had no legal obligation to provide for them at all.

      “Have any of the girls been out in society?” he asked.

      Kathleen shook her head. “They’ve been in more or less constant mourning for four years. Their mother was the first to pass, and then the earl. This was their year to come out, but now…” Her voice faded.

      Devon paused beside a flower bed, obliging her to stop beside him. “Three unmarried gentlewomen with no income and no dowries,” he said, “unfit for employment, and too elevated to marry commoners. And after spending years secluded in the country, they’re probably as dull as porridge.”

      “They are not dull. As a matter of fact —”

      She was interrupted by a high-pitched scream.

      “Help! I’m being attacked by vicious beasts! Have pity, you savage mongrels!” The voice was young and female, pierced with convincing alarm.

      Reacting instantly, Devon ran full-bore along the path and around the open gate of a walled garden. A girl in a black dress rolled on a patch of lawn bordered by flowers while a pair of black spaniels jumped on her repeatedly. Devon’s steps slowed as her screams broke into wild fits of giggling.

      Reaching his side, Kathleen said breathlessly, “The twins – they’re only playing.”

      “Bloody hell,” Devon muttered, coming to a halt. Dust swirled around his feet.

      “Back, scurvy dogs,” Cassandra cried in a piratical brogue, feinting and parrying with a branch as if it were a sword. “Or I’ll carve up yer worthless hides and feed ye to the sharks!” She broke the branch in two by snapping it deftly over her knee. “Fetch, ye swabbers,” she told the dogs, flinging the pieces to the far side of the lawn.

      The spaniels raced after the sticks with joyful barks.

      Lifting herself to her elbows, the girl on the ground – Pandora – shaded her eyes with a bare hand as she saw the visitors. “Ahoy, landlubbers,” she called out cheerfully. Neither of the girls wore bonnets or gloves. The cuff of one of Pandora’s sleeves was missing, and a torn ruffle hung limply from the front of Cassandra’s skirt.

      “Girls, where are your veils?” Kathleen asked in a chiding tone.

      Pandora pushed a swath of hair away from her eyes. “I made mine into a fishing net, and we used Cassandra’s to wash berries.”

      The twins were so dazzling in their long-limbed grace, with the sunlight dancing over their disheveled hair, that it seemed entirely reasonable to have named them for Greek goddesses. There was something lawless and cheerfully feral in their rosy-cheeked disarray.

      Cassandra and Pandora had been kept away from the world for far too long. Privately Kathleen thought it a pity that Lord and Lady Trenear’s affection had centered almost exclusively on Theo, the only son, whose birth had secured the future for the family and the earldom. In their hopes of having a second heir, they had viewed the arrivals of three unwanted daughters as nothing less than unmitigated disasters. It had been easy for the disappointed parents to overlook Helen, who was quiet and obedient. The ungovernable twins had been left to their own devices.

      Kathleen went to Pandora and helped her from the ground. Industriously she whacked at the scattering of leaves and grass on the girl’s skirts. “Dear, I did remind you this morning that we would have visitors today.” She brushed ineffectually at a scattering of dog hair. “I was rather hoping you might find some quiet occupation. Reading, for example —”

      “We’ve read every single book in the library,” Pandora said. “Three times.”

      Cassandra came to them with the yapping spaniels at her heels. “Are you the earl?” she asked Devon.

      He bent to pet the dogs, and straightened to face her with a sober expression. “Yes. I’m sorry. There are no words to express how much I wish your brother were still alive.”

      “Poor Theo,” Pandora said. “He was always doing reckless things, and nothing ever came of it. We all thought him invincible.”

      Cassandra’s tone turned pensive as she added, “Theo thought so too.”

      “My lord,” Kathleen interceded, “I would like to introduce Lady Cassandra and Lady Pandora.”

      Devon studied the twins, who resembled a pair of unkempt woodland fairies. Cassandra was possibly the more beautiful of the two, with golden hair, large blue eyes, and a Cupid’s-bow mouth. Pandora, by contrast, was more slender and spare in form, with dark brown hair and a more angular face.

      As the black spaniels danced and circled them, Pandora said to Devon, “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “You have, actually,” he said. “At a family gathering in Norfolk. You were too young to remember.”

      “Were you acquainted with Theo?” Cassandra asked.

      “A little.”

      “Did you like him?” she surprised him by asking.

      “I’m afraid not,” he said. “We brawled on more than one occasion.”

      “That’s what boys do,” Pandora said.

      “Only bullies and lackwits,” Cassandra told her. Realizing she had inadvertently insulted Devon, she sent him an ingenuous glance. “Except for you, my lord.”

      A relaxed grin crossed his mouth. “In my case, I’m afraid the description is not inaccurate.”

      “The Ravenel temper,” Pandora said with a sage nod, and whispered theatrically, “we have it too.”

      “Our older sister Helen is the only one who doesn’t,” Cassandra added.

      “Nothing provokes her,” Pandora said. “We’ve tried ever so often, but it never works.”

      “My lord,” Kathleen said to Devon, “shall we proceed to the glasshouses?”

      “Of course.”

      “May we go with you?” Cassandra asked.

      Kathleen shook her head. “No, dear, I think it best if the two of you went inside to tidy up and change your dresses.”

      “It will be lovely to have someone new to dine with,” Pandora exclaimed. “Especially someone who has just come from town. I want to hear everything about London.”

      Devon cast a questioning glance at Kathleen.

      She answered the twins directly. “I have already explained to Lord Trenear that as we are in strict mourning, we shall dine separately.”

      The statement was met with a flurry of protests. “But Kathleen, it’s been so dull without any visitors —”

      “We’ll behave perfectly, I promise —”

      “They’re our cousins!”

      “What harm would it do?”

      Kathleen felt a twinge of regret, knowing that the girls were eager for any kind of diversion. However, this was the man who intended to cast them out of the only home they had ever known. And his brother, Weston, from all appearances, was already half in his cups. A pair of rakes was unsuitable company for innocent girls, particularly when the girls themselves could not be trusted to conduct themselves with restraint. No good could come of it.

      “I’m afraid not,” she said firmly. “We will allow the earl and his brother to dine in peace.”

      “But Kathleen,” Cassandra pleaded, “we’ve had no amusement for so long.”

      “Of course you haven’t,” Kathleen said, steeling herself against a stab of guilt. “People aren’t supposed to have amusements when they’re in mourning.”

      The twins fell silent, glowering at her.

      Devon broke the tension by asking Cassandra lightly, “Permission to go ashore, Captain?”

      “Aye,” came the sullen reply, “you and the wench can leave by way of the plank.”

      Kathleen frowned. “Kindly do not refer to me as a wench, Cassandra.”

      “It’s better than ‘bilge rat,’” Pandora said in a surly tone. “Which is the term I would have used.”

      After giving her a chiding glance, Kathleen returned to the graveled walk, with Devon by her side. “Well?” she asked after a moment. “Aren’t you going to criticize as well?”

      “I can’t think of anything to add to ‘bilge rat.’”

      Kathleen couldn’t hold back a rueful grin. “I will admit, it doesn’t seem fair to require a pair of high-spirited young women to endure another year of seclusion, when they’ve already gone through four. I’m not certain how to manage them. No one is.”

      “They’ve never had a governess?”

      “From what I understand, they’ve had several, none of whom lasted for more than a few months.”

      “Is it so difficult to find an adequate one?”

      “I suspect the governesses were all perfectly capable. The problem is teaching deportment to girls who have no motivation to learn it.”

      “What about Lady Helen? Is she in need of similar instruction?”

      “No, she’s had the benefit of tutors and separate lessons. And her nature is far gentler.”

      They approached a row of four compartmented glasshouses that glittered in the late afternoon light. “If the girls wish to romp outdoors instead of sitting in a cheerless house,” Devon said, “I don’t see what harm it would do. In fact, what reason is there to hang black cloth over the windows? Why not take it down and let in the sun?”

      Kathleen shook her head. “It would be scandalous to remove the mourning cloth so soon.”

      “Even here?”

      “Hampshire is hardly at the extremity of civilization, my lord.”

      “Still, who would object?”

      “I would. I couldn’t dishonor Theo’s memory that way.”

      “For God’s sake, he won’t know. It helps no one, including my late cousin, for an entire household to live in gloom. I can’t conceive that he would have wanted it.”

      “You didn’t know him well enough to judge what he would have wanted,” Kathleen retorted. “And in any case, the rules can’t be set aside.”

      “What if the rules don’t serve? What if they do more harm than good?”

      “Just because you don’t understand or agree with something doesn’t mean that it lacks merit.”

      “Agreed. But you can’t deny that some traditions were invented by idiots.”

      “I don’t wish to discuss it,” Kathleen said, quickening her step.

      “Dueling, for example,” Devon continued, easily keeping pace with her. “Human sacrifice. Taking multiple wives – I’m sure you’re sorry we’ve lost that tradition.”

      “I suppose you’d have ten wives if you could.”

      “I’d be sufficiently miserable with one. The other nine would be redundant.”

      She shot him an incredulous glance. “My lord, I am a widow. Have you no understanding of appropriate conversation for a woman in my situation?”

      Apparently not, judging by his expression.

      “What does one discuss with widows?” he asked.

      “No subject that could be considered sad, shocking, or inappropriately humorous.”

      “That leaves me with nothing to say, then.”

      “Thank God,” she said fervently, and he grinned.

      Sinking his hands into the pockets of his trousers, he swept an intent gaze over their surroundings. “How many acres do the gardens cover?”

      “Approximately twenty.”

      “And the glasshouses? What do they contain?”

      “An orangery, a vinery, rooms for peaches, palms, ferns, and flowers… and this one is for orchids.” She opened the door of the first glasshouse, and Devon followed her inside.

      They were suffused with the perfume of vanilla and citrus. Theo’s mother, Jane, had indulged her passion for the exotic blooms by cultivating rare orchids from all over the world. A year-round midsummer temperature was maintained in the orchid house by means of an adjacent boiler room.

      As soon as they entered, Kathleen caught sight of Helen’s slender figure between the parallel rows. Ever since her mother, the countess, had passed away, Helen had taken it upon herself to care for the two hundred potted bromeliads. It was so difficult to discern what each troublesome plant required that only a select few of the gardening staff were allowed to help.

      Seeing the visitors, Helen reached for the veil that draped down her back and began to pull it over her face.

      “Don’t bother,” Kathleen told her dryly. “Lord Trenear has taken a position against mourning veils.”

      Sensitive to the preferences of others, Helen left off the veil at once. She set aside a small kettle filled with water and came to the visitors. Although she didn’t possess the robust sunstruck prettiness of her younger sisters, Helen was compelling in her own way, like the cool glow of moonlight. Her skin was very fair, her hair the lightest shade of blond.

      Kathleen found it interesting that although Lord and Lady Trenear had named all four of their children after figures of Greek mythology, Helen was the only one who had been given the name of a mortal.

      “Forgive me for interrupting your task,” Devon said to Helen after they were introduced.

      A hesitant smile emerged. “Not at all, my lord. I’m merely observing the orchids to make certain there is nothing they lack.”

      “How can you tell what they lack?” Devon asked.

      “I see the color of their leaves, or the condition of the petals. I look for signs of aphids or thrips, and I try to remember which varieties prefer moist soil and which ones like to be drier.”

      “Will you show them to me?” Devon asked.

      Helen nodded and led him along the rows, pointing out particular specimens. “This was all my mother’s collection. One of her favorites was Peristeria elata.” She showed him a plant with marble-white blossom. “The central part of the flower resembles a tiny dove, you see? And this one is Dendrobium aemulum. It’s called a feather orchid because of the petals.” With a flash of shy mischief, Helen glanced back at Kathleen and remarked, “My sister-in-law isn’t fond of orchids.”

      “I despise them,” Kathleen said, wrinkling her nose. “Stingy, demanding flowers that take forever to bloom. And some of them smell like old boots or rancid meat.”

      “Those aren’t my favorite,” Helen admitted. “But I hope to love them someday. Sometimes one must love something before it becomes lovable.”

      “I disagree,” Kathleen said. “No matter how much you bring yourself to love that bulgy white one in the corner —”

      “Dressleria,” Helen supplied helpfully.

      “Yes. Even if you come to love it madly, it’s still going to smell like old boots.”

      Helen smiled and continued to lead Devon along the row, explaining how the glasshouse temperature was maintained by means of an adjacent boiler room and a rainwater tank.

      Noticing the speculative way Devon glanced down at Helen caused the hairs on the back of Kathleen’s neck to lift unpleasantly. He and his brother, West, seemed exactly like the amoral rakes in one of the old silver-fork novels. Charming on the outside, conniving and cruel on the inside. The sooner Kathleen could manage to remove the Ravenel sisters from the estate, the better.

      She had already decided to use the annuity from her jointure to take all three girls away from Eversby Priory. It was not a large sum, but it would be enough to support them if it were supplemented with earnings from gentle occupations such as needlework. She would find a small cottage where they could all live together, or perhaps a set of rooms for lease in a private house.

      No matter what difficulties they might face, anything would be better than leaving three helpless girls to Devon Ravenel’s mercy.
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      Later in the evening, Devon and West had dinner in the dilapidated splendor of the dining room. The meal was of far better quality than they had expected, consisting of cold cucumber soup, roast pheasant dressed with oranges, and puddings rolled in sweetened bread crumbs.

      “I made the house steward unlock the cellar so I could browse over the wine collection,” West remarked. “It’s gloriously well provisioned. Among the spoils, there are at least ten varieties of imported champagne, twenty cabernets, at least that many of bordeaux, and a large quantity of French brandy.”

      “Perhaps if I drink enough of it,” Devon said, “I won’t notice the house falling down around our ears.”

      “There are no obvious signs of weakness in the foundation. No walls out of plumb, for example, nor any visible cracks in the exterior stone that I’ve seen so far.”

      Devon glanced at him with mild surprise. “For a man who’s seldom more than half sober, you’ve noticed a great deal.”

      “Have I?” West looked perturbed. “Forgive me – I seem to have become accidentally lucid.” He reached for his wineglass. “Eversby Priory is one of the finest sporting estates in England. Perhaps we should shoot grouse tomorrow.”

      “Splendid,” Devon said. “I would enjoy beginning the day with killing something.”

      “Afterward we’ll meet with the estate agent and solicitor, and find out what’s to be done with this place.” West glanced at him expectantly. “You haven’t yet told me what happened this afternoon while you were out walking with Lady Trenear.”

      Devon shrugged irritably. “Nothing happened.”

      After introducing him to Helen, Kathleen had been abrupt and cool for the rest of the tour through the glasshouses. When they parted company, she had worn the relieved air of someone who had concluded an unpleasant duty.

      “Did she wear the veil the entire time?” West asked.

      “No.”

      “What does she look like?”

      Devon shot him a derisive glance. “Why does that matter?”

      “I’m curious. Theo had his pick of women – he wouldn’t have wed an ugly one.”

      Devon turned his attention to his wineglass, swirling the vintage until it glittered like black rubies. There seemed no way to accurately describe Kathleen. He could say that her hair was red and that her eyes were golden-brown and tip-tilted like a cat’s. He could describe her fair skin and the rosy undertone that rose to the surface like a winter sunrise. The way she moved, her supple athletic grace constrained by laces and stays and layers. But none of that explained the fascination she held for him… the sense that somehow she had the power to unlock some altogether new feeling inside him, if only she cared to try.

      “If one were to measure strictly by appearance,” Devon said, “she’s pleasing enough to bed, I suppose. But she has the temperament of a baited badger. I’m going to boot her from the estate as soon as possible.”

      “What of Theo’s sisters? What will become of them?”

      “Lady Helen is suited for employment as a governess, perhaps. Except that no married woman in possession of her wits would ever hire a girl that pretty.”

      “She’s pretty?”

      Devon gave him a forbidding glance. “Stay away from her, West. Far away. Don’t seek her out, don’t speak to her, don’t even look at her. The same goes for the twins.”

      “Why not?”

      “They’re innocent girls.”

      West gave him a caustic glance. “Are they such fragile flowers that they couldn’t tolerate a few minutes of my company?”

      “‘Fragile’ is not the word I would use. The twins have spent years scampering about the estate like a pair of foxes. They’re unworldly and more than a little wild. God knows what’s to be done with them.”

      “I pity them, if they’re sent out into the world without a man’s protection.”

      “That’s not my concern.” Devon reached for the carafe of wine and refilled his glass, trying not to think of what would become of them. The world wasn’t kind to innocent young women. “They were Theo’s responsibility. Not mine.”

      “I believe this is the part in the play,” West mused, “when a noble hero would appear to save the day, rescue the damsels, and set everything to rights.”

      Devon rubbed the corners of his eyes with the pads of his thumb and forefinger. “The truth is, West, I couldn’t salvage this damned estate, or save the damsels, even if I wanted to. I’ve never been a hero, nor do I have any wish to be.”

       

      “… in light of the late earl’s failure to provide legitimate male issue,” the family solicitor droned the next morning, “according to the legal rule of perpetuities, which renders the devise of entail void for remoteness, the settlement has expired.”

      As an expectant silence filled the study, Devon looked up from a pile of leases, deeds, and account books. He was meeting with the estate agent and solicitor, respectively Mr. Totthill and Mr. Fogg, neither of whom appeared to be a day under ninety.

      “What does that mean?” Devon asked.

      “The estate is yours to do with as you please, my lord,” Fogg said, adjusting his pince-nez to regard him owlishly. “At present, you are not bound by entail.”

      Devon’s gaze shot to West, who was lounging in the corner. They exchanged relieved glances. Thank God. He could sell the estate in parts or in its entirety, pay off the debt, and go on his way with no further obligation.

      “I will be honored to assist you in resettling the entail, my lord,” Fogg said.

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      Both the estate manager and solicitor looked perturbed at Devon’s reply.

      “My lord,” Totthill said, “I can assure you of Mr. Fogg’s competence in such matters. He has twice assisted in resettling the entail for the Ravenels.”

      “I don’t doubt his competence.” Relaxing back in his chair, Devon propped his booted feet on the desk. “However, I don’t want to be limited by an entail, since I intend to sell the estate.”

      A shocked silence greeted his pronouncement.

      “What portion of it?” Totthill dared to ask.

      “All, including the house.”

      Aghast, the two men burst out with protests… Eversby Priory was a historic inheritance, won through the service and sacrifice of his ancestors… Devon would have no respectable position without retaining at least a fragment of the estate… Surely he could not mean to disgrace his future offspring by leaving them a landless title.

      Exasperated, Devon gestured for the pair to be silent. “Trying to preserve Eversby Priory would involve far more effort than it’s worth,” he said flatly. “No rational man would conclude otherwise. As for my future offspring, there won’t be any, since I have no intention of marrying.”

      The estate manager cast an imploring glance at West. “Mr. Ravenel, you cannot support your brother in this folly.”

      West extended his hands as if they were a set of weighing scales, and compared invisible counterbalances. “On one hand, he has a lifetime of responsibility, debt, and drudgery. On the other, he has freedom and pleasure. Is there really a choice?”

      Before the elderly men could respond, Devon spoke briskly. “The course is set. To begin with, I want a list of investments, deeds, and interests, as well as a complete inventory of every item in the London house and the estate. That includes paintings, tapestries, rugs, furniture, bronzes, marbles, silverware, and the contents of the glasshouses, the stables, and the carriage house.”

      Totthill asked dully, “Will you want an estimate of all the livestock, my lord?”

      “Naturally.”

      “Not my horse.” A new voice entered the conversation. All four men looked to the doorway, where Kathleen stood as straight and rigid as a blade. She stared at Devon with open loathing. “The Arabian belongs to me.”

      Everyone rose to his feet except for Devon, who remained seated at the desk. “Do you ever enter a room the ordinary way?” he asked curtly, “or is it your usual habit to slink past the threshold and pop up like a jack-in-the-box?”

      “I only want to make it clear that while you’re tallying the spoils, you will remove my horse from the list.”

      “Lady Trenear,” Mr. Fogg interceded, “I regret to say that on your wedding day, you relinquished all rights to your movable property.”

      Kathleen’s eyes narrowed. “I’m entitled to keep my jointure and all the possessions I brought to the marriage.”

      “Your jointure,” Totthill agreed, “but not your possessions. I assure you that no court in England will regard a married woman as a separate legal being. The horse was your husband’s, and now it belongs to Lord Trenear.”

      Kathleen’s face went skull-white, and then red. “Lord Trenear is stripping the estate like a jackal with a rotting carcass. Why must he be given a horse that my father gave to me?”

      Infuriated that Kathleen would show him so little deference in front of the others, Devon stood from the desk and approached her in a few strides. To her credit, she didn’t cower, even though he was twice her size. “Devil take you,” he snapped, “none of this is my fault.”

      “Of course it is. You’ll seize on any excuse to sell Eversby Priory because you don’t want to take on a challenge.”

      “It’s only a challenge when there’s some small hope of success. This is a debacle. The list of creditors is longer than my bloody arm, the coffers are empty, and the annual yields have been cut in half.”

      “I don’t believe you. You’re planning to sell the estate to settle personal debts that have nothing to do with Eversby Priory.”

      Devon’s hands knotted with the urge to destroy something. His rising bloodlust would only be satisfied with the sound of shattering objects. He had never faced a situation like this, and there was no one to give him trustworthy advice, no kindly aristocratic relation, no knowledgeable friends in the peerage. And this woman could only accuse and insult him.

      “I had no debt,” he growled, “until I inherited this mess. God’s bollocks, did your idiot husband never explain any of the estate’s issues to you? Were you completely ignorant of how dire the situation was when you married him? No matter – someone has to face reality, and Christ help us all, it seems to be me.” He turned his back on her and returned to the desk. “Your presence isn’t wanted,” he said without looking back. “You will leave now.”

      “Eversby Priory has survived four hundred years of revolutions and foreign wars,” he heard Kathleen say contemptuously, “and now it will take but one self-serving rake to bring it all to ruins.”

      As if he were entirely to blame for the situation. As if he alone would be accountable for the estate’s demise. Damn her to hell.

      With effort, Devon swallowed back his outrage. Deliberately he stretched out his legs with relaxed indolence and glanced at his brother. “West, are we quite certain that Cousin Theo perished in a fall?” he asked coolly. “It seems far more likely that he froze to death in the marital bed.”

      West chuckled, not above the enjoyment of a malicious quip.

      Totthill and Fogg, for their part, kept their gazes down.

      Kathleen crossed the threshold and sent the door shuddering with a violent slam.

      “Brother,” West said with mock chiding, “that was beneath you.”

      “Nothing’s beneath me,” Devon replied, stone-faced. “You know that.”

       

      For a long time after Totthill and Fogg had left, Devon remained at the desk and brooded. Opening an account book, he paged through it without absorbing anything. He was barely aware of the moment when West wandered out of the study, yawning and grumbling. Feeling strangled, Devon unknotted his necktie with a few impatient tugs and opened the front of his collar.

      Christ, how he wanted to be back at his London terrace, where everything was well maintained and comfortable and familiar. If Theo were still the earl, and he were still merely the black sheep cousin, he would have gone for a morning ride on the Hyde Park bridle path, and afterward he might have enjoyed a good meal at his club. Later he would have met with friends to watch a boxing match or a horse race, attend the theater, and chase after lightskirts. No responsibility, nothing to worry about.

      Nothing to lose.

      The sky rumbled as if to underscore his sullen spirits. Devon cast a murderous glance at the window. Rain-tumbled air had pushed inland to settle over the downs, darkening the sky to vestment-black. It would be a ripper of a storm.

      “My lord.” A timid rap at the doorjamb drew his attention.

      Recognizing Helen, Devon rose to his feet. He tried to make his expression pleasant. “Lady Helen.”

      “Forgive me for disturbing you.”

      “Come in.”

      Helen entered the room cautiously. Her gaze swerved to the window before moving back to him. “Thank you, my lord. I came to tell you that with the storm moving in so fast, I would like to send out a footman to search for Kathleen.”

      Devon frowned. He hadn’t been aware that Kathleen had left the house. “Where is she?”

      “She has gone to visit the tenant farm on the other side of the hill. She took a basket of broth and elderberry wine to Mrs. Lufton, who is recovering from childbirth fever. I asked Kathleen if I could accompany her, but she insisted on walking alone. She said she needed the solitude.” Helen’s fingers wove together into a pale knot. “She should have returned by now, but the weather has come in so quickly that I fear she might be caught out in it.”

      There was nothing in the world that Devon would love more than the sight of Kathleen rain-soaked and bedraggled. He had to restrain himself from rubbing his hands together in villainous glee.

      “There’s no need to send a footman,” he said casually. “I’m certain that Lady Trenear will have the sense to stay at the tenant farm until the rain passes.”

      “Yes, but the downs will have turned to mud.”

      Better and better. Kathleen, wading through mud and clay. Devon fought to keep his expression grave, when inside all was joy and exploding Roman candles. He went to the window. No rain yet, but dark clouds seeped through the sky like ink on wet parchment. “We’ll wait a bit longer. She could return momentarily.”

      Lightning bolts pierced the firmament, a trio of brilliant jagged streaks accompanied by a series of cracks that sounded like shattering glass.

      Helen drew closer. “My lord, I am aware that you and my sister-in-law exchanged words earlier —”

      “‘Exchanged words’ would imply that we had a civilized debate,” he said. “Had it lasted any longer, we would have torn each other to shreds.”

      A frown corrugated her smooth brow. “You both find yourself in difficult circumstances. Sometimes that causes people to say things they don’t mean. However, if you and Kathleen could manage to set aside your differences —”

      “Lady Helen —”

      “Do call me cousin.”

      “Cousin, you will avoid much future distress if you learn to see people as they really are, instead of as you wish them to be.”

      Helen smiled faintly. “I already do.”

      “If that were true, you would understand that Lady Trenear and I are correct in our assessments of each other. I am a scoundrel, and she is a heartless bitch who’s entirely capable of looking after herself.”

      Helen’s eyes, the silvery-blue of moonstones, widened in concern. “My lord, I have come to know Kathleen very well in our shared grief over my brother’s passing —”

      “I doubt she feels much grief,” Devon interrupted brusquely. “By her own admission, she hasn’t shed a single tear over your brother’s death.”

      Helen blinked. “She told you that? But she didn’t explain why?”

      Devon shook his head.

      Looking perturbed, Helen said, “It isn’t my story to tell.”

      Concealing an instant flare of curiosity, Devon shrugged casually. “Don’t concern yourself with it, then. My opinion of her won’t alter.”

      As he had intended, the show of indifference pushed Helen into talking. “If it helps you to understand Kathleen a little better,” she said uncertainly, “perhaps I should explain something. Will you swear on your honor to keep it in confidence?”

      “Of course,” Devon said readily. Having no honor, he never hesitated to promise something on it.

      Helen went to one of the windows. Fissures of lightning crackled across the sky, illuminating her delicate features with a blue-white flash. “When I didn’t see Kathleen cry after Theo’s accident, I assumed it was because she preferred to keep her emotions private. People have different ways of grieving. But one evening as she and I sat in the parlor with needlework, I saw her prick her finger, and… she didn’t react. It was as if she hadn’t even felt it. She sat watching a drop of blood form, until I couldn’t bear it any longer. I wrapped her finger with a handkerchief, and asked what was the matter. She was ashamed and confused… she said she never cried, but she thought that she would have at least been able to shed some tears for Theo.”
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