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For Jaimie—my sister, my dearest friend, and my unequivocal partner in crime.


I could always count on you to remember to hide the pistols under the carriage seat.
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London, December, 1818


I need a wife.”


Beside him the Duke of Worth choked on his drink.


“And I need you to help find me one. As soon as possible,” Heath continued, ignoring his best friend’s reaction.


“I must be drunker than I thought,” the duke said, dabbing his chin. “For I could have sworn the Earl of Boden just asked me to find him a wife. And if that wasn’t strange enough, the aforementioned earl is supposed to be in Liverpool turning everything he touches into gold. He couldn’t possibly be in a London ballroom, certainly not without letting me know he was back in town first.” Worth sounded affronted, though he was grinning as he said the last.


“Don’t be an ass.” Heath felt his own mouth twitch with laughter, but managed to tamp down any feelings of levity before they could interfere with his sense of purpose.


“Well, I’ve missed you too.” The duke thumped Heath on the back and signaled to a footman to bring another drink. “Did you just get back?”


“This afternoon.” Heath sighed.


“How were the roads?”


“Cold. Miserable.” Heath leaned on the balcony railing, the din of a ball in full swing filtering up to where they stood. “But passable.”


“And after days of being confined in a coach, you chose to come here? To the Baustenburys’ ball?” Worth said with some disbelief, eyeing the crush of people below them.


“You’re here.”


“I have an excuse. My mother wanted to come.”


Heath kept his face carefully neutral. “Yes, I saw her earlier. You know she’s carrying, ah, a live chicken around under her arm again?”


“Is she? I thought she was going to leave the poultry in the carriage tonight.” Worth shrugged, and then his eyes lit up. “Did you know Josephine is back in town? She’s here somewhere tonight too.”


Heath frowned. Since his recent marriage, the duke had grown rather comfortable with the dowager’s bizarre behavior. Which was odd, given how much his mother’s eccentricities used to bother him. Yet for the moment, Heath decided to put that strange development aside in order to focus on an even stranger event: the return of Lady Josephine to London. “Your long-lost sister finally came home?”


“Yes.” Worth laughed. “And Joss will be thrilled to see you. You’ll have to find her and make yourselves reacquainted.”


Heath had a sudden vision of the curly-haired hoyden who used to scramble after them every summer of his boyhood. A whip-smart girl utterly resolute in her intention to drive anyone around her to madness with near-constant lectures on a confusing array of topics. Heath would be very surprised if she had changed significantly over the years.


Which was not to say that he wouldn’t be dutiful and welcome the duke’s sister back to London. On the contrary, he planned to do so with every proper gesture of respect. But at the same time, Heath very much doubted Josephine Somerhall had given him a moment’s thought since he’d last seen her, especially since he hadn’t been overly gracious to her in his youth. In fact, Heath might describe the bulk of his past actions toward Worth’s little sister as abysmal. With some discomfiture he shoved those recollections aside. He’d certainly grown up since then, and whatever idiocy he’d suffered as a boy had little bearing on the matters at hand.


As if reading his mind, Worth peered at him over the rim of his glass. “So what’s your excuse tonight, Boden, really? You’re not usually one for balls of any sort.”


The footman reappeared, and Heath accepted a glass of whiskey. He took a healthy swallow before he spoke. “Like I said, I need a wife.”


“Holy God, you’re actually serious.” Worth’s forehead creased, and the smile slid from his face. “When did you decide this?”


“When I got home from Liverpool and discovered my housekeeper had quit and my valet had eloped with my only upstairs maid.”


“I’m not following.”


“I’ve managed my family’s business for more years than I care to remember. I dug the damn earldom out of a financial hole so deep I’m not sure I ever did find the bottom. My mother is still hiding in Bath, unwilling and unable to face society after the fiasco otherwise known as my sister’s short-lived engagement to a madman. I did what I could to mitigate that indignity—”


“Very admirably,” the duke interjected.


“—only to find myself with another sister so determined to elevate her social standing through marriage that I am constantly extracting her from compromising situations. And so are you, if I may be so gauche as to remind you.”


Worth winced. “Ah yes, the unfortunate Ascot incident. Please let’s forget it.”


Heath ran a hand through his hair in suppressed frustration. “Since becoming earl, I’ve had crumbling buildings repaired, leaky roofs replaced, fences mended, workers hired, and outstanding taxes paid. All while still maintaining my business. I simply have no energy left to deal with the domestic aspect of my life, Worth. I need a partner. A pleasant, even-tempered soul who will accept my protection and the comforts I can provide her, and in exchange will expertly manage my household.” He glanced down at the crowds of people.


“You’re surveying the prospects.”


“You make it sound so mercenary. But yes, I am exploring my options.”


The duke snorted. “Well, what you’ve described to me is a well-trained broodmare,” he said. “And I have a stable full of them. I shall ask my wife to select one for you, and you can have it, no strings attached. There’s no need to do anything rash.”


“That’s not funny.”


“I wasn’t trying to be funny. I was trying to convey that you’re selling yourself short.”


Heath let his eyes rove over the masses of pretty, pastel-clad women. “I don’t think I am.” He sighed. “I just want to be happy.”


“You won’t be happy with a match of convenience. You’re too clever and too”—Worth struggled for a word—“passionate about life. You’ll be bored to death.”


“I like boring,” Heath snapped. “For once, boring would be a nice change. What’s wrong with wanting a wife who will not go looking to stir up trouble? One who can manage my household, bear my children, and provide pleasing companionship? Is that too much to ask?”


“The difficulties you’ve encountered in the past were not your fault,” the duke protested.


“Not my fault, but my problem. And I’m bone-tired of solving problems.” Heath sighed. Four years of ceaseless family scandal had exhausted his every mental and emotional resource.


“But that doesn’t mean—”


“Not all of us are as immune to infamy as you,” Heath said. “It just seems to roll right off your back.”


“That is because I finally discovered what truly matters to me.”


“It’s also because you’re a duke,” Heath muttered.


Worth gave a self-deprecating snort. “Doesn’t hurt.”


Heath gave his friend a weary smile. He wished it were that easy. But Heath had a business to run, and his future success was linked to his reputation. He relied on his elevated social status and his good relations with suppliers and buyers and customers. He simply couldn’t afford to ignore how the ton judged his family.


Heath drew another deep breath. “Boring,” he repeated firmly. “I want boring. I want you to help me find the most boring woman here.” Heath scanned the dancers. “What about that one?” He gestured to an attractive brunette standing near the edge of the floor with a woman who could only be her mother.


“Ah, Miss Alice Edget. Daughter of Viscount Edget. Impeccable breeding along with a spotless reputation. A lovely girl, but not known for her, ah, wit.” Worth made a face. “Conversation, I fear, would be rather limited.”


“She sounds perfect.”


“You can’t be serious, Boden.”


Heath crossed his arms. “These days, I am always serious.”


“I’ve noticed. You were far more fun when you were merely the son of a soapmaker. Inheriting a fancy title has been the ruin of you, you know.”


“Are you going to insult me or help me?”


Worth sighed. “Of course I’ll help you. But at least wait for another month. There will be more eligible ladies in town by then.”


“Introduce me to Miss Edget.”


“No.”


“No?” Heath repeated more harshly than he’d intended.


“I have been your friend since we were three years old. I cannot in good conscience allow you to consign yourself to a lifetime of mediocrity.”


“If you won’t do it, I’ll find someone who will.”


“You’ll be asleep before you’re halfway through a waltz.” Worth stared at him, but Heath refused to look away. “Fine,” the duke relented. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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Miss Edget was flawlessly polite upon Heath’s introduction to her, even if her mother seemed less enthusiastic than he would have liked. Though that was nothing he hadn’t experienced before. Not every ton member believed his fortune could adequately compensate for the fact that his title had been completely accidental or that he depended on the vulgar practice of industry and trade to keep his coffers filled. But Miss Edget placed her hand on his arm with no hesitation when he’d made his bow and Heath was encouraged that he was well on his way to proving Worth wrong.


“Are you having a nice time tonight, Miss Edget?” Heath asked as she executed the steps with perfect precision.


“I’m having a lovely time, my lord,” she replied, even as the music stuttered and shrieked.


“What do you think of the orchestra?” he inquired with a small chuckle, hoping to put her at ease. The musicians were spectacularly inept.


“It’s lovely, my lord.” She smiled up at him.


Lovely? A herd of tortured donkeys would sound better. Though perhaps she was simply too polite to remark upon it.


“Did you enjoy the supper?” he tried.


“It was lovely, my lord.” Her smile flashed again.


Heath hid a frown. “Tell me something about yourself,” he prompted.


“Like what?”


Heath flailed for a suggestion. “Do you enjoy travel?”


Miss Edget shuddered, though she recovered with a brave face and another bright smile. “Not overly, my lord. I find it very upsetting to my constitution.”


Heath struggled to keep a pleasant smile on his face. Well, that was no good. His potential wife might need to travel from time to time with him. Especially if he expanded his business in America the way he was planning.


“That is too bad. I believe you would like Boston very much.”


“Is that in Scotland?” she asked, blinking prettily.


“Er, no,” he managed.


“Is that where Lady Josephine was?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“My mother told me you are very close with the Duke of Worth.”


“Yes. We’ve been friends for many, many years.”


Miss Edget nodded, pleased with his answer. “That’s lovely. It must be very advantageous to be friends with a duke.”


Although Heath wasn’t in the habit of viewing his closest friendship in quite such self-serving terms, he supposed it was the truth. But why were they talking about Worth at all? Or his sister?


“Er…


“I heard my mother talking about Lady Josephine. She said she lived with savages. Is it true?”


“I’m sorry?” The question was so unexpected that Heath wasn’t sure he’d heard properly.


“I heard she lived in strange places.” Miss Edget was watching him with round eyes. “With savages.”


“I can assure you, Lady Josephine did not live with savages. I believe she has resided in Italy for a good number of years.” But even as he finished speaking, he realized he had no idea where Joss had really been for the last decade.


“Oh.” She nodded. “Are there savages in Italy?”


Heath sighed. “No, Miss Edget, there are no savages in Italy.”


In hindsight, Worth had indeed warned him, though Heath would never give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d been right. Alice Edget might not be exactly what he was looking for, but there were plenty of choices. He was an earl now, and an obscenely wealthy one at that. How hard could it be?


[image: image]


Heath had retreated back to the sanctity of the balcony overlooking the ballroom, nursing another glass of whiskey. He brooded darkly, examining the results of his efforts during the three hours since he had returned Miss Edget to the care of her mother.


He’d danced with at least a half dozen ladies, some seeming impossibly young, others impossibly jaded. The conversations had ranged from stilted to sycophantic, and Heath had been at a loss as to how to improve upon any of it. Worse, the topic of the Duke of Worth’s sister had been introduced several times, veiled as a casual inquiry, but currents of speculation ran swiftly below each offhand remark. Heath most certainly hadn’t come to this ball to be pummeled for information on the return of the prodigal Lady Josephine. He’d come as the Earl of Boden, to interview potential wives.


And he’d failed miserably.


Was there not a woman in London who possessed a modicum of intelligence paired with a pleasant demeanor? He wasn’t looking for brilliance, though the ability to express an informed opinion about at least one worldly thing would be nice. He didn’t require beauty, though a woman with a bit of backbone and confidence held a certain charm. And he wasn’t so naïve as to think that his wealth wasn’t the most important part of his appeal as a prospective spouse, but the poorly disguised hints about annual allowances were already starting to wear.


A subtle disturbance altered the pitch of the crowd in the corner of the ballroom below him, just enough to distract him from his musings. Something interesting was happening downstairs, and the revelers were chattering about it in voices that rose above the terrible clamor of the talentless orchestra. Idly Heath scanned the mob, looking for the cause, relieved to be a good distance from the disruption. It was comforting to know that at least one person here tonight had bigger problems than he did. A scandalous waltz danced between lovers, perhaps. The arrival of a man’s mistress in the presence of his lady wife. Or maybe—His speculation died an abrupt death as he followed the craning necks and darting eyes of the guests closest to the refreshment table. Heath had finally found Josephine Somerhall.
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When Heath was nine, he’d put a frog down the front of Josephine’s dress.


He’d been skipping stones at the edge of a pond with Worth, and Joss had simply refused to leave them alone. She’d been like a gnat, dogging the two boys, unrelenting with her questions and her presence.


At first Heath had tried to evade the persistent five-year-old, but she had stuck to his side like an unwanted burr. When he’d grumbled to her brother, Worth had only shrugged, seemingly disinclined to order his younger sibling back to the house, where she was undoubtedly avoiding lessons in music or dancing or deportment. So Heath had been forced to take matters into his own hands.


Heath had frogged his own sisters before, with spectacular results. Shrieking and hysterics, but most important, the immediate and rapid departure of the both of them. His father, of course, had tanned his hide for it later, but the peaceful interval had been worth it. So when Heath had spotted the creature half hidden under a log and scooped it up, along with a goodly portion of pond scum and muddy slime, his expectations had been high.


Looking back, he might have wondered why Worth hadn’t intervened. Why his friend had only raised a brow and gone back to skipping stones as Heath advanced on the imp who hadn’t stopped to take a breath in her one-sided conversation in nearly fifteen minutes. And when he’d lunged at her and dumped his fetid handful of horror down the front of her dress, she’d only gone very still, her eyes slitting into turquoise shards of disbelief.


She’d shrieked all right, but for all the wrong reasons.


Amphibians, she’d snapped in her tiny, indignant voice, had very sensitive skin and should never be manhandled in such a fashion. She’d dug the struggling creature out from the front of her sodden bodice and had cupped it in her hands with great care. Heath had stammered something about its being just a dumb frog. Her sharp eyes had narrowed even further, and she’d informed him that it wasn’t a frog at all, but quite obviously a common toad. The common frog, she informed him, had round pupils.


As if he should have known that.


He’d watched as she’d returned the toad to a safe crevice and then marched past him, her skirts bunched up in her hand as she used them to wipe the remaining muck from her throat and chest. She’d plunked herself down at the edge of the pond near her brother and picked up where she’d left off, only now her one-sided conversation was a lecture revolving around the biology of England’s amphibian species. And for all of Heath’s efforts, he had mud-splattered breeches, a filthy shirt, flaming cheeks, and the uncomfortable realization that he would never understand Josephine Somerhall.


Everything and nothing had changed.


The girl he remembered from carefree summers a lifetime ago had vanished, and in her place appeared a striking woman. She was dressed beautifully in amber silk, the simple style and color effortless on her body. Her face was sharper, more angular than he remembered, her generous mouth pursed in thought, the curve of her neck and shoulders graceful and efficient in their movement. Her blue-green eyes, always so expressive, still shone with the intense intelligence he remembered vividly. And her rich mahogany hair was cut short in defiance of the style of every other unwed woman in the room. Instead of waist-length, virginal hair bound tightly against her scalp, she had a riot of soft, careless curls falling over her forehead and brushing the lobes of her ears.


But the striking woman acted exactly like the young girl he remembered. He would have recognized her anywhere, even had she not just turned a priceless Chinese vase upside down and clamped it between her legs while she examined the bottom with a fierce concentration.


“Dear God,” Heath mumbled under his breath. Lord Baustenbury had bought the Ming vase a month ago for a staggering sum. Joss was manhandling it like it was a cheap chamber pot, and if she were to drop it…


Around her, guests were casting looks of incredulity and disapproval in her direction. Lord Baustenbury, alerted by a footman to the potential peril of his new treasure, was rushing forward, a horrified look on his face. He reached Joss and, with exaggerated care, took the exquisite vase from her hands. She said something to him, and the rotund man almost dropped his treasure, righting it at the last second. His face went quite red.


A crowd was starting to gather, and Joss was gesturing now at the vase and speaking earnestly as he replaced it on its stand. Baustenbury was spluttering, and his complexion was now a shocking shade of purple. The man looked as if he were going to have an apoplexy.


Frantically Heath looked for Worth, but the duke had long ago disappeared somewhere with his wife, and Heath knew very well that he wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon. He searched instead for the dowager duchess and found her settled in a chair on the opposite side of the ballroom, a multicolored hen roosting in her lap, deep in conversation with another matron and unaware of the disturbance in the ballroom. Not that she and her damn chicken would be able to help matters anyway.


Josephine Somerhall had always been somewhat oblivious to society’s rules of decorum, and it would seem nothing had changed. Someone was going to need to intervene. And soon.


With a horrible feeling in the pit of his stomach, Heath understood that the someone in question was going to be him.
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Everything and nothing had changed.


When Joss had decided to return to London, she hadn’t given a great deal of thought to what to expect when she got here. She hadn’t stepped foot on English soil for over ten years and hadn’t been to London in twice that. Currently she was fighting a growing sense of disappointment, wondering if perhaps, in the years she’d spent abroad, something fundamental within her had changed. For she was already finding the ton’s rigid expectations almost intolerable.


She’d spent the first part of the week with her family, rejoicing in the company of her mother and her brother and his new wife. There had been trips to the museums, explorations of dusty bookstores, and fierce debates that had lasted long into the night. But there had been very little interaction with outsiders, and so she’d been somewhat insulated from the opinions and judgments of others since her return.


This was the first ball she had attended since she’d been back, and she rather suspected it would be her last. Her attempts at conversation tonight had been met with patronizing chuckles from the men, all of whom suggested she not concern herself with matters that were clearly beyond her understanding. The women had simply edged away, snapping a barrier of prettily painted vellum in front of their faces as if their fans could protect them from whatever affliction had damaged the Lady Josephine.


A part of her knew she should make more of an effort to find common ground with the ladies and gentlemen here. Say what was expected of a duke’s sister, which, as far as Joss had been able to determine thus far, was conversation restricted to gowns, shoes, and the weather. It was making for an incredibly long, dull evening, and she was trying hard not to give in to outright boredom.


Which was why, when Joss had spotted the beautiful vase set upon its pedestal near the tall terrace windows, her interest had been immediately piqued, if only for the beacon of familiarity it represented. Yet as she drew nearer to the piece, her heart had sunk. Examination of the bottom of the vase had confirmed her fears. She knew she was obligated to seek out Lord Baustenbury so that she might have a private conversation regarding the vase, as unpleasant as the prospect was.


No one liked to be told their treasures were fakes.


But the rotund earl had found her first and demanded that she remove her hands from his property, without giving her a chance to explain what she had been doing. Further attempts to clarify her actions had left the earl enraged and barely coherent. At the moment Joss was quite afraid that the man might suffer some sort of spell if he didn’t take a deep breath soon. His complexion certainly suggested an elevated—


“Lady Josephine.”


The address came from behind her, and she froze.


It was a voice from the past, deepened by age, but still wrapped with memories of hot summer days and crystal-cold ponds. It was the smell of fresh-cut hay and cowslips as she traipsed through the pastures, keeping up as best she could. It was the warmth of an indulgent smile, echoes of laughter and teasing, and as the years slipped by, it was the exquisite torture of a casual comradeship she had both treasured and despised for its inadequacy.


Very slowly she turned around.


The years had honed Heath Hextall in ways that were equally beautiful and disappointing. He was impeccably groomed, his gold-blond hair cut fashionably, his dress understated but more striking for its simplicity. But the mischief that had once lit up his beautiful blue eyes had been thoroughly extinguished, and Joss wondered if the charm and roguish good humor she remembered in the boy made up any part of the man Heath had become. She searched his face for hints of the ever-present grin she remembered, but his features remained severe and remote. Yet all of that did nothing to stop the flood of pleasure that rushed through her the second she met his gaze.


“I was hoping to run into you tonight,” he was saying smoothly, as though he had just seen her last week. “Your brother said you were here.” He turned to the enraged earl. “Lord Baustenbury, the duke and I were just discussing what a splendid evening you’ve arranged. His Grace asked me to pass along his compliments. A rousing success were his exact words, I believe.”


Joss continued to drink in the sight of Heath while wondering two things: First, since when had an orchestra badly out of tune and watered-down rum punch become hallmarks of an evening’s success? And second, when had Heath Hextall become such an accomplished liar? Her brother had said no such thing. And what’s more, he’d left the ball hours ago.


Lord Baustenbury had stopped his spluttering, if not appeased by Heath’s praise, then certainly soothed by the purported compliments of a duke. He smoothed a hand over the front of his evening coat and gave Joss one last glare before making the appropriate responses. The crowd, sensing that the potential drama had been diffused, started to dissipate, trading heated whispers. Joss resisted the urge to roll her eyes as Baustenbury lurched away under a full sail of righteous superiority.


“Lady Josephine,” Heath said, “perhaps I might offer you a refreshment at this juncture?”


“I’ve never been Lady anything to you, Hextall, so don’t think to stand on formality on my account.” Joss was aware she was grinning stupidly as she took his proffered arm, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Her unabashed joy at seeing Heath after all this time was too great. “Unless you’d prefer I address you now as Lord Boden.”


Heath winced at the mention of his title. “Your brother told you then.”


“Of course he did. Both Worth and my mother kept me updated on the happenings in London via post,” Joss said easily. “Imagine my surprise when I learned you had become an earl. My lord.” She gave him a saucy smile.


“No need for formality,” he said after a moment’s hesitation.


“Thank heavens. I’ve called you Hextall for so long, I don’t think I’d remember to do otherwise,” she teased. “It’s so very good to see you again.” God, but that sounded blindingly inadequate. It felt more as if she had just found a piece of home that she hadn’t realized she’d been missing.


“And you.” His whole being was stiff. “I must ask what you said to Baustenbury.” Heath steered her away from the vase and in the direction of the refreshment table. “And what exactly were you doing with his antique?”


“I told him he’d been swindled,” Joss explained. “That vase he maintains is from the Ming dynasty is no more from the Orient than I am.” She paused. “Well, that might not be entirely true. I suppose it could have been made in China. But certainly not four hundred and fifty to one hundred and seventy-five years ago. It’s a very good fake, but a fake nonetheless.” She sighed. “Lord Baustenbury didn’t seem very receptive to my concern. Perhaps you should speak to him later. He might listen to you.”


Heath made a strange noise in the back of his throat. “Do you think that perhaps this was neither the time nor the place to share such insights? That perhaps they might never need be shared at all?”


“I was trying to be discreet,” she protested.


“Discreet?” His voice rose in obvious disbelief. “You had a Chinese vase between your legs!”


“It wasn’t between my legs,” Joss said crossly. “It was balanced on the tops of my knees. I didn’t want to drop it. Not that it would have mattered.”


“I don’t understand why you had to touch it at all.”


Joss sniffed. “I had to be sure it was a fake. I’d want to know, wouldn’t you? Lord Baustenbury deserved the truth. And I will not apologize for it.”


Heath muttered something under his breath. “May I ask how you came to this conclusion? About the authenticity of his vase?” he finally asked.


“The markings on the bottom of the vase are all wrong,” she told him, still weaving through the crowd. “When one reads the characters, the central ones clearly suggest that one fornicate with oneself.”


Heath stopped abruptly. “I beg your pardon?”


“I said, they instruct the reader to fornicate w—”


“I heard you the first time.” He looked heavenward and resumed his journey to the far side of the ballroom.


“Whoever sold that vase to Lord Baustenbury is a crook. On an authentic piece, the characters should denote the dynasty and the reigning emperor. Those most certainly do not.” She felt obligated to clarify.


“How do you know?” Heath turned, frowning fiercely.


Joss blinked at him. “I read them.”


“You read them?”


Joss pushed a curl behind her ear. “Yes. I read a lot.”


“Indeed.”


“One must conclude that the craftsman who made that piece was either unskilled in the subtle nuances of the characters or has a curious sense of humor,” Joss commented in his wake.


“Tell me you didn’t inform Baustenbury of the last bit.”


“That the characters are inconsistent with a Ming piece?”


“I was more referring to the specifics of the inconsistency.”


“Oh.” Joss grinned wickedly as they came to a stop. “You mean that the earl’s prized possession clearly, in no uncertain terms, instructs him to f—”


“When did you get back to London?” Heath interrupted her with what sounded like an almost frantic desperation. He turned to signal a waiting footman.


“Last week. Though Worth told me you were out of town. Otherwise I would have insisted on a rematch at the chessboard. Perhaps you’ve learned a few tricks over the years. You never could abide getting beaten by a girl.”


Heath straightened.


Joss waited for him to respond with a barb of his own.


“Mmm.” He made another vague sound. “It’s been a long time since you were home,” he offered instead.


Joss felt her grin begin to slip as she watched him. “It has,” she agreed. “Ten years.” And in that time, she realized with some mystification, someone had kidnapped Heath and left this rigid imposter in his place.


The footman appeared suddenly and presented Heath with two glasses. Heath nodded his thanks and cleared his throat. “Something to drink?”


Joss selected one of the glasses, the rich color of its contents suggesting a welcome respite from the anemic punch. She took a deep, appreciative swallow of the whiskey. “The Irish do know their way around a distillery. My thanks.”


Heath didn’t answer, and another silence fell. Heavens, but who was this man? The old Heath would have been in stitches at the idea of stodgy old Baustenbury’s fake antiquity emblazoned with graphic graffiti.


Joss took another sip of her fiery liquor, stalling. Her eye fell on the punch glass Heath was still holding, its watery contents untouched.


“Are you really drinking that?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.


“No. The punch is terrible. But you’re drinking my drink,” Heath told her. “This was supposed to be for you. I was not aware you had developed a taste for anything stronger.”


Joss paused, the whiskey halfway to her lips. “Oh. I’m sorry.”


“So am I. I had to bribe that footman to find me something that didn’t put me in mind of grog.” He placed the unwanted and offending beverage on the table.


Joss snorted. “Grog? That’s not called grog. That’s called a mutiny.”


Heath grinned at her.


Instantly her stomach turned inside out, and an unholy thrill shot straight up her spine and lodged in her chest. Her heart skipped a beat. Maybe two.


Heath as a boy, with a roguish smile and a gleam in his eye, had been appealing. Heath as a man, with that same expression directed at her, was devastating. Enough to drive the breath from her lungs and make her knuckles whiten around her glass.


Joss would have thought that twenty years spent traveling to places most people couldn’t name, delving into cultures and experiences beyond the scope of the ton’s imaginations, would have given her a modicum of sophistication. Enough, at least, to maintain her composure the first time an old friend offered her a damn smile, no matter how attractive he might be.


Joss squared her chin in self-disgust. “So tell me, how have you been?” she inquired, both hating and embracing the superficial distance of the query.


His grin vanished, and the stone-faced earl reappeared. She couldn’t bring herself to be relieved, even if it allowed her heart to slow somewhat.


“I’ve been well, thank you,” he replied. “And yourself?”


“Quite well, thank you.” Good God, but now they sounded like a couple of bungling actors reading from a poorly written script. Joss took another healthy swallow of whiskey, giving herself a mental shake.


“What brought you back to London?” he asked politely.


She eyed Heath in speculation, wondering just how much he might be privy to regarding her rather unconventional family. Worth might have confided some aspects, but she very much doubted Heath knew everything. “I’ve been away too long. My mother isn’t growing any younger, and my brother up and got married on me while I was an ocean away. I missed them,” she answered, revealing nothing but maintaining the truth.


“Ah.” Heath nodded. “Will you be staying for a while then?”


“I’m not sure yet.”


“I see. Well, you look lovely tonight.”


“Thank you. You look very handsome yourself.”


“Thank you.”


Bloody hell, but this was excruciating. Forget her own flustered reaction to this man. What the hell had happened to the boy who was more likely to steal her shoes and fill them with manure than address her with wooden compliments?


The orchestra struck up a waltz. “Let’s dance,” Joss said impulsively.


Heath looked startled. “I beg your pardon?”


“Let’s dance.” She gestured at the dance floor.


“Um.”


“Oh, for God’s sake, Hextall,” Joss said, draining her whiskey and leaving her glass next to the others on the table. “Are you afraid I’ll step on your toes?”


“No.” He glanced about him anxiously.


A thought struck Joss, and her lungs compressed. “Are you married? Or engaged?” It was entirely possible he’d found a woman who—


“No.” He looked uncomfortable. He hesitated. “Are you?”


An absurd sense of relief at his answer made her laugh. “I’d rather be drawn and quartered than be married. Hanging being optional.”


“Oh.” Heath looked nonplussed. “That seems somewhat melodramatic.”


“No, I can assure you, it’s not. I’d see my limbs posted on the four corners of the city before I used any of them to walk down an aisle. Marriage would be the end of me.”


“You’re saying that you’ve never once been tempted?” Heath asked dubiously.


“Never.”


“Not a single man who you would consider?”


Joss tipped her head, pretending great consideration. “Sir Francis Drake, perhaps. I think we would get along famously. Though I’m not entirely sure he doesn’t have a tendre for a redhead. There is, of course, Sir Henry Morgan. However, I fear he is a little too temperamental for my tastes. Perhaps Captain James Cook would be a better choice.”


“Pirates?” Heath looked exasperated now.


“I prefer the word explorers. And Cook most certainly was not a pirate.”


“The Hawaiians might argue with you. And regardless, they’re all dead.”


“Dead? All of them? You don’t say. Most disappointing.” Joss pressed a theatrical hand to her bosom before brightening. “Oh well. I do suppose that solves my dilemma.” She gave him a winning smile.


“You’re impossible,” Heath muttered under his breath.


“You asked.”


“To my eternal regret.”


“I see. Well, I am happy to stand here and eternally engage you in any number of random topics while you continue to procrastinate.” Joss made a show of looking in the direction of the dance floor.


Heath looked pained. “I beg your pardon. Would you care to dance?”


She fluttered her lashes in an exaggerated fashion. “Why, I’d be delighted.” She dropped her voice. “And here I thought you were going to make a lady ask twice.”


“A lady doesn’t ask once.”


“And a gentleman would never have pointed that out in the first place.”


Heath’s lips thinned before he thrust his arm in her direction.


“Good heavens, such gallantry. It’s a wonder you don’t carry a walking stick to protect yourself from the adoring hordes.”


“Don’t make me reconsider.”


“Never.” She was enjoying this far too much.


Heath led her out on the dance floor as the music limped through the opening bars. “Wrong key,” he muttered.


“They’re getting worse by the set,” Joss agreed. Though in truth, she could not have cared one whit if the entire orchestra had dressed like faeries and played tin pipes. Her only objective at the moment was to jostle the Heath she knew existed out of this reserved, unbending gentleman. She would aim to keep her tone light, her conversation witty, and her demeanor casual and relaxed.


He faced her and took her hand in his, waiting until she brought her other up to his shoulder. His exceedingly broad shoulder, Joss thought with a jolt of admiration. She concentrated on keeping her fingers balanced lightly on the fabric of his evening coat and resisted the urge to run them over his shoulder and down his bicep. As a youth he’d always been strong for his age—a decade later powerful was the only appropriate adjective. And the feel of that power under her touch was scattering her thoughts in a disconcerting manner. Her other hand remained trapped gently in his, keeping her captive and allowing his considerable heat to bleed through the two gloves against her palm. She drew a deep breath, but that only filled her nostrils with the scent of him, and it was exactly as she remembered—a faint hint of sandalwood underscored with something darker.


“I beg your pardon?” She jerked back slightly, realizing he had asked her something.


Heath was peering at her strangely. “I simply asked if you were ready.” He tilted his head at the other dancers, who had already flowed into the steps.


“Of course.” Joss cursed silently at herself. Good God, but she used to mock silly women who insisted that they lost their wits and their ability to speak at the mere sight of a suitor. This… sudden urge she had to simply gaze at the physical beauty of this man was embarrassing.


Joss cleared her throat purposefully and offered him a wry grin. “So how does it feel to be an earl?”


The lines around Heath’s mouth tightened. “It’s acceptable, thank you.”


Acceptable? What kind of answer was that? “I had no idea your family stood to inherit the title.”


“Neither did we. But a series of unfortunate deaths and suddenly ‘distant cousin’ becomes ‘heir apparent.’”


She squeezed his hand lightly. “Ironic, isn’t it? All those summers you spent in the country visiting the old earl. I remember you and my brother would climb up into the giant oak near the house and onto the roof, high enough to see our place. And you would talk about how much you loved it there and how you wished you were really neighbors. And now you are. Now Hazeldell belongs to you.”


“Yes, I suppose it is ironic. Someone once told me I should be careful what I wished for.”


Joss deliberately ignored his last comment. “Tell me, what was the first thing you did when you went back to Hazeldell as the Earl of Boden? Did you go fishing? Riding? Swim in the pool near the caves where we were never supposed to go because the water was too deep?”


“I replaced the roof.”


“The roof?” Joss repeated in confusion.


“The roof on the manor house was rotten and in poor repair. Like every other building in the holdings.” His answer was abrupt.


Well then. Perhaps she should try another topic. “How are your sisters?”


“They are doing well, thank you. Julia and her husband had a child this fall. A son.”


“Ah, so you are an uncle now. Congratulations. Julia must be very happy. Please pass along my regards.”


“I will.”


“And Viola?”


“Traveling with an army of chaperones in New York.”


“New York? That’s a long way from home.”


“Precisely.”


Precisely? She waited for him to continue. Heath remained silent.


Joss scowled. This was ridiculous. Since he seemed disinclined to talk about the recent acquisition of the earldom or about his family, she tried the only other option remaining.


“How is your business?”


Heath looked down at her. “It’s doing adequately, thank you.”


Adequately, my ass, she sneered to herself. One need only read the London papers to know that Heath had taken the modestly successful business his father had started and almost single-handedly crafted an empire.


“How are you coming along with the hard?”


He almost dropped her hand. “I’m sorry?”


“Hard soap. Your father was always putting most of his resources into the production of soft, with only a small output of hard, and I remember that frustrating you.”


Heath was looking at her strangely. “Er, soap. Yes, of course,” he said after a moment. “I can’t believe you remember that. But yes, I now produce a half dozen specialty hard soaps.”


“I think that’s wise,” Joss said, sidestepping the skirts of another dancer.


“You do?” His surprise was almost comical. “I must confess you would be one of the few.”


“Please don’t misunderstand me. Your soft soap maintains a reputation of superb quality, and it is what your business and your fortune have been built upon. It’s a staple in every household in England. But it’s only a matter of time before the soap tax is repealed. And specialty hard soaps will become an affordable luxury for many, many more.”


“That would be nice. Because right now I am producing them in my Boston factory.”


“Because of the restricted production tonnage in England, I assume.”


Heath nearly missed a step. “Yes. Though I import a percentage of what I produce in Boston back to England.”


“You aren’t limited to import then.”


“Of course not. A ship must have full holds in both directions if it is to be profitable. I just purchased my fifth ship in Liverpool this past week.” There was pride in that statement and Heath was more animated than he’d been all night. Joss was happy to let him keep talking.


“I export anything that I can sell easily in America for a profit,” he continued. “Linen. Sail canvas, felt hats, rum, coal, spices, china, beer. It varies, depending on the demand and availability of product at the time. All of my ships, with the exception of one, sail from Liverpool.”


Joss nodded. “Indeed. Deepwater harbor and lots of Irish immigrants willing to work.”


“Yes,” Heath agreed slowly before narrowing his eyes. “How, exactly, is it you are so well versed in tax laws and the export business?”


“I read. I believe I already mentioned that.”


“It’s a wonder you haven’t gone completely cross-eyed with the amount of reading you claim to enjoy.”


There it was again: the barest hint of the old Heath.


“My eyes are quite fine, as you can see. It is, however, according to popular opinion here tonight, one of my most grievous faults. Reading, that is.” She looked up at Heath. “You used to tease me about it when we were both young. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you continue to do so now.”


Heath grimaced. “I teased you about a great deal of things when we were young. Among other insults you didn’t deserve. My apologies, for whatever they’re worth now.”


Joss shook her head. How could she possibly explain to Heath that his attention, however much it had been based in mischief, had made her feel visible? Visible and valuable at a time in her life when invisibility had been necessary to her survival as the daughter of the late Duke of Worth?


“Apology accepted,” she replied lightly. “Yet you were one of the very few who tolerated, and even challenged, my admittedly ambitious ideas.” She smiled. “And it would seem you haven’t lost your touch. Did you know, this is the first interesting conversation I’ve had since I arrived tonight? Unless you count the one I had with Lord Baustenbury.”


“I’m glad I could oblige you.” Heath looked amused despite his best efforts.


“Well, I have something for you in return.”


“You do?” He eyed her warily. “Tell me it’s not a Ming vase.”


“No.” Joss chuckled. “I have an essence for you.”


“An essence?”


“Yes.”


“For what?”


“For your soap. What else would it be for? Keep up, Hextall. My brother used to insist you were the more clever of the two of you.”


Heath closed his eyes briefly. “Has anyone ever mentioned how exhausting conversation is with you?”


“Repeatedly. Now do you want to know what I brought back with me or not?”


Heath opened his eyes. “Please. Do tell.”


“It’s an oil extracted from the ylang-ylang flower.”


“The yee-ang-yee what?”


“You sound like a monkey. People are staring.” Joss was biting her lip to contain her giggles. “Ylang-ylang. It’s a flower that grows on a tree in the Far East. It’s absolutely divine.”


“I’m sorry. Why do you have this yee—this essence?”


“I used a soap in my travels that was made with the flower and coconut oil combined. It was the most heavenly thing I’ve ever put against my bare skin. I immediately thought of you.”


Heath stopped abruptly in the middle of the dance floor, and the dancers around them grumbled at the obstruction.


Joss flushed. Oh God. That was not what she’d meant to say. A vision of Heath, strong and warm and pressed against her own body, arose unwanted in her mind. Skin, heated and damp, flushed with passion and desire and—she stamped on her imagination before it went any further and pressed a hand to her flaming cheek. “That came out wrong. That’s not what I meant. What I meant was that the fragrance was so unique I thought you could use it in your own… that is…


The orchestra was laboring to an unsteady finish.


“I have an oil you might want to consider for scenting your hard soap,” Joss said evenly. “If you would like to evaluate it for yourself, please feel free to call at my mother’s house.”


Heath’s face might well have been carved from marble, so blank was his expression. “Of course. Thank you for your thoughtfulness. It was most kind.”


[image: image]


Heath fled directly to Baustenbury’s study, not caring if it was impolite or improper to be crashing into rooms clearly not intended for the use of guests. Which was telling because he usually cared a great deal about what other people thought. He went directly to the crystal decanter that sat on a small library table and, with a shaking hand, poured himself a full glass of whatever was in it. Pacing the richly carpeted room, he tried to regain his equilibrium.


Josephine was as capricious as he remembered—possibly even more so. Within the space of minutes, she had denounced a priceless antiquity, guzzled a glass of brandy like a sailor, asked an earl to dance, and then offered opinions on English tax law. It made his head spin, and he’d yet to find his balance since the moment she had turned around and smiled up at him.


He’d told her she looked lovely, but he’d been a coward. She wasn’t lovely; she was mesmerizing. It had taken every ounce of self-control to keep her at a polite distance while her eyes danced with life and vitality and her smile threatened to infect his own disciplined composure. The feel of her body as they danced and the steady, sure pressure of her hand in his own had left him a little dazed. And when she had spoken out of turn, inciting images of her smooth, fragrant skin beneath his touch, his wits had scattered completely. Before tonight he’d never thought about Josephine as anything other than… Josephine. Worth’s little sister. A cheeky girl with a crooked nose, a quick mind, and a smart mouth.


Except she wasn’t a girl anymore. She was a woman, and one who threatened to make him forget why he had come to this damn ball in the first place. Though if he needed a reason to refocus on his objectives, he had only to heed the swath of whispers and stares Joss had left behind her while she remained unconcerned and unapologetic. In that regard she was like her mother, the dowager duchess, who to all appearances gleefully courted scandal as though it were a blood sport. But scandal was something Heath simply could not afford. In the last few years, his primary objective had been avoiding or covering up social debacles that were not of his own making. He wanted no more of them, no matter how attractive and clever and intriguing Josephine Somerhall might be.


All he desired was to return to a normal life, one in which the gossip sheets would desist from printing his family name with such alarming regularity. One in which Heath might get the first decent night’s sleep since the moment of his second cousin’s untimely and heirless demise, when he’d left the title of Earl of Boden to come crashing down on Heath’s branch of the family tree.


Heath’s drinking had subsided to measured sips from his initial gasping gulps. The liquor had steadied his nerves, and Heath felt far more collected now than he had when he’d first stumbled into the study.


Joss had simply caught him off guard, that was all. A completely normal reaction when presented with an unexpected encounter with a childhood friend all grown up. She might now possess curves and allure she hadn’t had ten years ago, but at her core, she was still just Joss. As wildly unconventional as she had always been. Something else to be managed and contained.


A clock chimed somewhere in the study.


Good Lord, but it was late. The long days of travel suddenly pressed down around him, and exhaustion settled like a mantle squarely on his shoulders. At the moment he wanted nothing more than to find his bed. The thought of having to forge on with more introductions and to construct witty and clever conversation was vastly unappealing. There would be other chances to meet and evaluate prospective wives over the next weeks, when the season would be in full swing. He would consult with Worth about which functions would offer him his best chance to find what he sought. In the meantime he would retreat to the blessed silence of his townhome and get a good night’s sleep.


And forget about Josephine Somerhall.















Chapter 3 [image: image]



Before he’d become earl of anything, when he’d simply been Mr. Hextall, Heath had been perfectly capable of saddling his own horse. He saw no reason why a title should suddenly render him unable to perform such simple tasks, or deprive him of all the pleasures of riding. Heath’s father had insisted they maintain a carriage and team and the staff to go with it to travel about London. But now with his father dead, his mother in Bath, and his sisters married and traveling respectively, Heath couldn’t justify the expense for the sake of appearances. Instead he kept a gelding, a quiet, reliable beast that was perfectly adequate to see him wherever he needed to go. Should he require a covered equipage, there were plenty of hacks that could be hired at a fraction of what it would have cost to maintain his own. One didn’t make a fortune by spending unnecessarily.


And on this night, he was glad of the freedom of a horse. The feel of the cold air against his skin was a welcome respite from the overheated, claustrophobic confines of the ballroom. The gelding plodded sedately back in the direction of St James’s, and Heath made no effort to hurry the horse. He blew out a breath, a small cloud of fog that hung suspended before curling toward the sky and the stars that shone steadily against their inky canvas. It had tried to snow earlier, but the flakes had surrendered to a sleety rain, and puddles glittered across the streets. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, the muffled silence of the night offering a much-needed respite.


He didn’t see the body that crashed into his horse until it was too late.


The gelding shied and sidestepped nervously, but didn’t bolt, even as Heath clutched the horse’s neck to regain his balance. He gathered the reins, ready to kick the animal into a gallop should he find himself the victim of a robbery attempt, but the man who had careened into his horse lay in a crumpled pile on the side of the street and all Heath saw was blood. In the weak illumination of the nearest streetlamp, it was an ominous, rusty black, splattered in an evil pattern against the pavement, slowly spreading beneath the inert form.


Heath slid down from the gelding, his heart pounding. He glanced around for help, but the street was deserted. Quickly he crouched next to the body, hearing the wretched, racking sound of a man struggling for breath, and pushed the stranger to his back.


Wide, terrified eyes looked up at him, lips moving in a beseeching, silent plea, and it took a long moment before Heath realized he knew this man. “Mr. Smythe!” he exclaimed in horror. Heath opened his mouth to shout for help, but the man clawed at the front of his coat and pulled Heath down closer to his face.


“Lord Boden. Thank God. Don’t make a sound,” Smythe rasped. “They’re looking for me. If they find us, they’ll kill us both.”


Heath stared at the man he knew as Gavin Smythe, officer of the Bow Street Runners. He had aged twenty years since Heath had seen him six months ago, when Smythe had been instrumental in helping him with a problematic thief who had repeatedly infiltrated his London warehouses. Now, in the sickly light, the officer’s face was gray, lines of panic and pain carving deep grooves across his features.


“You have to listen to me,” the man wheezed. He coughed, an ominous wet, choking sound.


“Sir, I must summon help,” Heath said urgently. “Let me fetch a watchman. Or—”


“No!” Smythe was struggling to reach into his own coat, which gaped open. Heath saw a tufted hole in the breast of his coat and waistcoat, blood seeping from within. Bloody hell, someone had stabbed him.


With shaking hands Smythe drew out a heavy leather folder, tied tightly with string. “They’re everywhere. Take this,” he gasped. “Take it and keep it safe.”


Heath accepted the folder, the surface slick and sticky. “What is this?” He was trying to think clearly, but there was so much blood.


The man was gasping desperately now. “You have to leave me. Don’t let them find it.”


“Who?”


“Get it to my… brother.” He was struggling to talk. “Save him.”


“Who?” he asked again.


“Brother. Set… up. For… retribution.”


Nothing in that broken sentence made any sense. “Retribution from whom?”


“Save him. Promise me!”


“I promise,” Heath blurted, shocked at the vehemence of the man’s demand. Smythe, clearly spent from his efforts, subsided into a stupor.


Heath shoved the folder into his own coat and looked around frantically, but nothing moved. His first thought was to get Smythe to his town house, but that was still a fair distance, and it would be damned difficult to carry an unconscious man the entire way. Hoisting the senseless man up on his horse would be almost impossible by himself without risking further injury. For the first time, Heath cursed his lack of a carriage.


As if on cue, a vehicle turned the corner at the top of the deserted street, the team driven smartly by a bundled coachman perched up front. Heath nearly staggered with relief. Thank God. He had to get this man out of the street and to a surgeon.


Heath jumped into the path of the oncoming carriage, making the horses jerk their heads and snort their displeasure. The coachman hauled on the reins, and the carriage came to a sloppy stop. From the rear of the carriage appeared a footman, lithe and silent, a pistol drawn.


“Put that damn thing away,” Heath ordered, eyeing the weapon, though he could only imagine how this looked, with his coat covered in blood and a body lying behind him. “This man is hurt badly, and I need help.”


“Lord Boden?” It was the coachman who spoke. “Is that you?”


“Yes,” he said, startled. There were no markings on the carriage to offer any clue as to its owner, and both servants were indistinguishable in their warm winter clothing.


The door snapped open. “Hextall?”


Heath jerked at the sound of Joss’s voice. Bloody hell. Just what he needed. “What are you doing here?”


“I was going home.”


“Where’s Worth?”


“He left long ago. In his own carriage. This is my mother’s.”


“Is she with you?” He did not need to add the dowager duchess and her chicken to the chaos.


“No. She’s still at the ball.”


“Well, stay in the carriage.” No lady needed to see this. He hurried back to Smythe and knelt beside him, struggling to lift him from the wet pavement.


“Don’t be asinine.”


Heath nearly dropped the semiconscious man, startled by the sound of her voice next to his ear. She was crouched beside him now, peering at the officer.


“Good Lord, this man has been stabbed. Probably missed the heart, though from the sound of his breathing his lungs weren’t so lucky. Might have clipped a vessel from the amount of blood I see.”


“What, are you a surgeon now?” Heath grumbled at her.


“Hardly,” she replied. “Though I’ve had the opportunity to read some excellent anatomy books.”


“Of course you have.”


Joss seemed oblivious to his sarcasm. “Luke, help get him up.”


The coachman was suddenly beside him, lifting the senseless man with ease. The movement seemed to jar Smythe from his haze, though his eyes remained unfocused.


“Go,” he croaked. “Leave me. They’ll kill you too.”
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