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1



Reginald Mason crossed one elegantly clad leg over the other and contemplated the gold tassel swinging from one of his white-topped Hessian boots. The boots had been just one of many recent extravagances, but what was one to do when fashions shifted almost daily and one had been taught from the cradle onward that keeping up appearances was of the utmost importance?


What one could do, of course, was ignore the almost daily vagaries of fashion and instead aim for basic good grooming, and that was what he had always done—until the past year, when, for reasons of his own, he had chosen to pursue the path of high fashion.


It was his father who had drummed the lesson of keeping up appearances into him. Bernard Mason was not a gentleman by birth but rather a self-made man who had spent lavishly of his enormous wealth on all the trappings of gentility, including the very best education for his only son and a large country estate in Wiltshire. He was, by his own estimation, lord of all he surveyed—except the world of the beau monde, which looked down upon him along its collective nose as a very inferior being and an upstart to boot. As a consequence, he heartily despised the ton—and dreamed incessantly of finding a way into its hallowed ranks. His son was his greatest hope for accomplishing that dream.


All of these facts made it illogical that he was so furiously angry now, that he had been angry all too often during the past several months. For Reggie had been behaving exactly as a young gentleman of ton was expected to behave in order to demonstrate his superiority over the mass of ordinary mortals who must perforce be more intent upon earning money than spending it. He had been as extravagant and reckless and idle as the best of his would-be peers.


His father was sitting a short distance from Reggie, though the wide expanse of the solid oak desk in his study stood between them and set them symbolically much farther apart. The wildly successful and prudent businessman confronted his wildly expensive, aimless, and profligate son with thunderous displeasure. He had just finished delivering an eloquent lecture on the theme of worthless cubs—not for the first time. Reggie had been told, loudly enough to imply that he must be deaf as well as daft, that a man who aspired to be accepted as a gentleman must give all the appearance of gentility, good breeding, and wealth without dabbling in any of its attendant vices.


And Reginald had done more than dabble.


Was it a vice to buy the very best and most fashionable of boots? Reggie jiggled his foot slightly and watched the tassel sway into motion again. It glinted in the sunlight beaming through the window.


He sat half-slouched in his hard wooden chair as a visual sign of his apparent unconcern. He did consider yawning, but that would be going too far.


“Anyone would think, lad,” his father said after a few moments of exasperated silence, “that you were out to beggar me.”


His use of the word lad was not, in this instance, an endearment. It was his father’s way of speaking. Whereas Reggie’s expensive education had polished his speech until it was indistinguishable from that of the beau monde, his father still spoke with a broad and unabashed North country accent.


It would take far more than his recent extravagances to beggar his father, Reggie knew. A little excessive and expensive attention to his wardrobe and a little unlucky gambling would put scarcely a dent in his father’s fortune, nor even a fair amount of unlucky gambling, which was probably a more accurate and only slightly understated description of his recent losses.


Reggie swallowed the uneasy sense of guilt that rose into his throat like bile.


“That there curricle, now,” his father began, stabbing the desk top with the tip of one broad finger, as though the offending vehicle were cowering beneath it.


Reggie cut him off. He risked a bored cadence to his voice.


“Any self-respecting gentleman below the age of thirty-five,” he said, “must have a racing curricle as well as one for simply tooling about town, sir. And you do wish me to be a gentleman, do you not?”


His father’s face took on a slightly purple hue.


“And a matched pair of grays to go with it?” he said, still poking at the desk. “The chestnuts you purchased last month would not do the job?”


Reggie shuddered elegantly.


“They do not match the paintwork,” he said, his voice pained. “Besides, they are all prancing show, perfect for impressing the ladies in Hyde Park, but quite useless if I should decide to race the new curricle to Brighton. You would wish me to win, would you not?”


“And serve you right if you were to break your neck in the attempt,” his father said brusquely. “I am going to have to lease more stable room.”


Reggie simply shrugged.


“And these… debts,” his father said, picking up a sheaf of papers from one side of the desk in his large fist and waving them in the direction of his son’s nose. “You expect me to pay them, I suppose?”


They were large. Most of them were gaming debts. Reggie never left the card tables or the races until he had lost. Whenever he surprised himself by winning, he always stayed until he had lost all the money again and sent plenty more in chase of it.


“If you please, sir,” he said with a weary sigh.


His father’s bushy eyebrows collided above his nose.


“If I please?” he barked wrathfully, and he squeezed the bills in his hand and dropped them onto the desk. They fanned out into an alarmingly large heap. “Was it for this that I brought you into the world, Reginald, and spent a king’s ransom to have you educated as a gentleman? Was it not rather that I might see and enjoy the fruits of my labors in my old age? I will never be accepted by all the high and mighty gentlemen of this realm. I will always reek of coal in their pampered, perfumed noses. And that is just grand as far as I am concerned. I have no interest in rubbing shoulders with popinjays. I despise the lot of them. But you… you could have the best of it all. You could be my son and a gentleman.”


Reggie shrugged and refrained from pointing out the lack of logic in his father’s attitude toward the beau monde.


“I am accepted well enough by all the gentlemen I know,” he said. “I went to school with half of them. As for the ladies, well, who needs them? There are plenty of women who are far more, ah, interesting.” He made a careless, dismissive gesture with one well-manicured hand.


His father’s large hand slammed down flat on the desk.


“If you were to settle down with a good woman, lad,” he said, “you would be less trouble to me and more of a gentleman to boot.”


“Time enough to think of that,” Reggie said hastily, “when I am thirty-five or so. I have at least ten years of good living to do before settling down.”


He would have been better advised to keep his mouth shut. His father’s eyes narrowed in a familiar look. His mind had latched onto a subject and was giving it shrewd consideration. And that subject—Reggie knew it even before his father spoke again—was matrimony. Specifically as it concerned his son.


“You will marry into gentility, Reginald,” he said. “Even into nobility. You are handsome enough, God knows, having had the good fortune to take after your mother’s side of the family instead of mine. And you are rich enough—or will be if I do not cut you off without a penny.”


As well as standing to inherit the whole of his father’s vast fortune, Reggie was the sort-of owner of Willows End, a sizable home and estate in Hampshire, a sort-of gift on his twenty-first birthday four years ago. Exclusive ownership was to pass to him on his thirtieth birthday or on his wedding day, whichever came first. Or the gift could simply be withdrawn if he was deemed unworthy of it before either of those dates hove into sight. The threat had never been made—until now.


“No one in the upper echelons will have me,” Reggie pointed out, rubbing one finger over what might have been a small smudge on the inside of his boot. “Not for a husband.”


“Someone will,” his father said viciously. “All we have to do is keep our eyes and ears open and wait for the right opportunity.”


“But not for the next ten years or so,” Reggie said firmly. “There is no hurry. I am perfectly happy as I am for now.”


It was the wrong thing to say again. His father impaled him with a ferocious glare.


“But I am not,” he said. “I am not at all happy, Reginald. I do not know what has happened to you of late. I used to think myself the most fortunate of fathers. I used to think you the very best of sons,” he sighed. “I shall start looking for a bride for you without any further delay. And I shall look high. I will not waste you on some obscure gentleman’s daughter.”


“No!” Reginald said firmly, uncrossing his legs and straightening out of his slouch. “I will not marry simply to please you, sir. Not even if you were able to persuade one of the royal princesses to have me.”


His father’s heavy eyebrows soared halfway up his forehead.


“To please me?” he said. “You do not please me at all, Reginald. You have not pleased me—or your mother—for some time now. She pleads your case by telling me that you are merely sowing your wild oats. If that is so, you have sown far too many of them for long enough. You will marry, lad, as soon as I have found you a suitable bride, and you will settle down and live a respectable life.”


“I beg your pardon,” Reggie said, a thread of steel in his voice now even though he spoke politely enough, “but you cannot force me, sir.”


“You are right,” his father said, his voice dipping ominously in volume. “I cannot. But I can cut off your funds, Reginald, and that would be like cutting off the air you breathe. I can and I will do it if you refuse to offer marriage to the first lady I find for you.”


Reggie leaned back in his chair and stared at his father’s angry, implacable face. The threat was explicit now.


“You ought to be thankful,” he said, “that I have never done anything actually to disgrace you, sir, as some members of the nobility have done to their fathers. Ladies as well as gentlemen. You have heard about Lady Annabelle Ashton, I suppose?”


Lady Annabelle was the daughter of the Earl of Havercroft, whose country estate adjoined the Mason property in Wiltshire. And if there was one member of the ton whom Reggie’s father hated more than any other, it was Havercroft. Bernard Mason had bought his property thirty years ago when his fortune had been made and had moved there with high hopes of moving also into a different world. He had extended the hand of friendship to his neighbor only to find that hand left dangling in the cold, empty air. The earl had chosen not only to snub him for his presumption, but also to ignore his very existence. He had instructed his family and all who were dependent upon him to do likewise. Mason, not to be outdone, had first denounced Havercroft as a conceited fop and then ordered his family and servants never so much as to look in his direction or that of his wife and daughter.


The best families in the neighborhood trod the tightrope of maintaining civil relations with both of their powerful neighbors without alienating either. But their loyalties leaned toward the earl. They paid him open homage whenever he was in residence—which was mercifully infrequently—and were quietly polite to the Masons without actually including them in their social life. They would mingle with him at local assemblies only because the earl never attended them.


It had not been a comfortable thirty years. Reggie had grown up in that atmosphere of mutual hatred and scorn. He had actually come to derive some amusement from Sunday mornings at church whenever both families were in residence. Masons and Ashcrofts occupied front pews on either side of the aisle and acted as if the other family did not exist—except that, for the two men, the whole thing was ostentatious, the earl haughtily contemptuous of the family that did not exist, and Reggie’s father loudly hearty as he greeted everyone except the family that did not exist. And his north country accent was always broader than usual on Sunday mornings.


“Eh?” his father said now. “What about her?”


Reggie snickered.


“She ran off with Havercroft’s new coachman a few nights ago,” he said. “A handsome devil, by all accounts. They did not get more than a dozen miles on their way to the Scottish border, though, before being caught and hauled back to town. At least, she was hauled back. The coachman, coward as he was, made his escape from a window at the inn where they were apprehended, and since his mashed remains were not discovered under it, it was assumed that he made his escape. Unfortunately, the two of them were seen by half the world before they were overtaken, and by now most of the other half of the world knows all about it too—with embellishments, I do not doubt. She is disgraced. Ruined. Illingsworth has withdrawn his suit, as one might expect, and no other man is stepping up to take his place. She will be fortunate if she can find a chimney sweep to marry her.”


He flicked a spot of lint off the sleeve of his coat.


His father was staring at him, slack-jawed.


“Illingsworth has withdrawn?” he said. “He is as rich as Croesus, or rather his father the duke is, anyway. How is Havercroft going to manage now?”


It was widely known that the Earl of Havercroft had made some rash investments a few years ago and that, in anticipation of making a huge profit from them, he had undertaken extensive and exorbitantly expensive renovations to his country home last year. And then his investments had collapsed. All Season he had been single-mindedly courting Illingsworth for his daughter, his one remaining asset if he was to escape from dire financial straits.


“Ruined, is she?” Reggie’s father said softly, and he smiled unseeingly into the middle distance.


Reggie became suddenly alert. His hand stilled over his sleeve.


“I am not,” he said, standing up abruptly and setting both hands flat on the desk, “going to marry a woman who ran off with a servant, for the love of God. Even if she is a lady. With a title. And even if you are visualizing marvelous revenge on your mortal enemy. If that is what you are contemplating, sir, you may forget it without further ado. I will not do it. Your quarrel with Havercroft is not mine.”


His father slapped one hand on the desk.


“Ruined is she?” he said again just as if he had not even heard his son’s alarmed protest.


Reggie watched in tense silence as his father’s mind worked over these salacious new facts concerning his neighbor—facts that suddenly gave him the power he had always craved. He was still smiling. It was not a pleasant sight.


“Ruined, is she?” he said once more, and he got to his feet and faced his son almost nose to nose across the desk. He was broad of frame and thick of waist—in contrast to Reggie’s slim elegance. But they were of a height with each other. “Ee, lad, now we will see a thing or two. Now we will see who is high and mighty and who is decent enough to condescend to save him. Now we will see if a neighbor’s hand of sympathy and friendship is not shaken after all.”


Reggie spoke through lips stiff with apprehension. He could feel a prickle of perspiration trickling down his back beneath his shirt. He could actually hear his heartbeat.


“You are going to call upon Havercroft to offer neighborly sympathy?” he said. “Nothing else?”


His father shook his head in exasperation at his son’s obtuseness.


“For a man who was so expensively educated, Reginald,” he said, “you can be awfully daft. Of course I am going to offer sympathy and the hand of friendship. What are neighbors for if they can’t stick together in times of trouble? But I’ll offer sympathy not just in the form of airy words, lad. Anyone can offer those. My sympathy will be more practical, as has always been my way. I am going to show him a road out of his financial troubles and a way to lift his daughter out of ruin at the same time. A coal merchant’s son will be more desirable than a chimney sweep, I don’t doubt. I am going to offer him you.”


He glared in triumph at his son.


“And if you don’t like it, lad,” he added, “you have only yourself to blame. You are my flesh and blood and I have always doted on you, but right now I would have to say you deserve a haughty, ruined little chit for your own. And she deserves you.”


Reggie sank heavily back into his seat.


He had a strong conviction that nothing he might say would persuade his father to change his mind. He must try anyway. His father was clearly expecting it of him. He had resumed his seat behind the desk and was rubbing his hands together in anticipatory glee.


Reggie swallowed, only to find that there was not one drop of saliva in his mouth.


There was no telling yet how Havercroft would react to the proposition his father was clearly determined to make, but this match was already halfway made.


If the other half did not fall into place, he might find himself permanently estranged from his father. And Lady Annabelle Ashton might—no, would—find herself ruined beyond repair.


Reggie licked his lips with a dry tongue and prepared to argue. For the moment, it was all he could do.


* * *


Lady Annabelle Ashton, who was renowned for the rose-petal complexion that complemented her very blond hair so becomingly, was now of a complexion that matched her hair. She was as pale as a ghost.


It did not matter that Thomas Till had been the perfect gentleman throughout their escapade, that she had not been alone with him for very long at all, and that for most of that time she had been inside the carriage, and he up on the box driving it. It did not matter that he had never touched more than her hand as he helped her in and out of the carriage and then into the inn where they had been imprudent enough to stop for refreshments as well as a change of horses. It did not matter that he was gone from her life now, never to be a part of it again—or that she did not even know where he was. It did not matter that from the moment she had been apprehended, she had guarded the state of her heart with silent, stubborn dignity.


None of it mattered as far as society was concerned. She was ruined anyway.


For she and Thomas had committed an unpardonable indiscretion. They had been seen leaving the Bomford ball together—at least, she had been seen leaving in the middle of the ball with no chaperon except her father’s handsome new coachman. And they had been seen by half the inhabitants of Berkeley Square and half the servants at Havercroft House there when they had stopped for her to pick up her portmanteau from her bedchamber. Thomas had actually carried it downstairs for her and out the front doors. They had been seen by all the ostlers and grooms and indoor servants and a large number of travelers and other customers at the busy, fashionable inn where they had chosen to stop on their journey north.


And, of course, though Thomas had only touched her hand at the inn while leading her to a table for refreshments, one of those touches had been with his lips in an extravagantly courtly gesture for all to see.


Wearing his coachman’s livery, no less.


Annabelle was disgraced. Ruined. For all time. Forever and ever, amen. There was no hope for her, short of a miracle. Her confidence, which she had always possessed in no small measure, had been shaken to the core.


She would dwindle into a shriveled old maid—though spinster was the word her father had used, avoiding the whole concept of maidenhood. She would spend the rest of her life in sequestered obscurity, unwanted and unlamented.


Untouchable.


No man would ever have her now.


Just last week, half the gentlemen of the ton would gladly have had her—the ones who were single, anyway. She was reputed to be a rare beauty.


That was what she had been. Past tense.


Now the whole of the male world of ton would turn their backs on her if she should be foolish enough to appear before them. The female world would do worse. They would sweep from the room, their skirts held close to their persons lest they brush inadvertently against air that had also brushed against her, their noses all but scraping the ceiling as they went.


She was a pariah.


And she had brought it all on herself. She had stepped quite deliberately over the brink, confident that her life would unfold as she had planned it to unfold.


Now she could only feel a wave of panic clutching her stomach. She could no longer direct the course of her life. For the present at least she was totally at the mercy of outside forces, most notably her father.


It was the most wretched feeling she could possibly imagine.


She was not going to be sent back to Oakridge Park, the country home in Wiltshire where she had been brought up, her father’s principal seat. Even there she might contaminate the neighbors, who so respected her father. Instead she was to be sent into the outer darkness of Meadow Hall close to the Scottish border, a minor property of her father’s, which did not in any way live up to its name. Or so she had heard. She had never been there to see for herself. But that was about to change. It was where she was destined to spend the rest of her mortal days.


Barring a miracle.


She no longer believed in plans, no matter how carefully made. She was afraid to believe. She had been a fool.


Her mother was not going to be allowed to go with her, even though she had wept and pleaded and cajoled and even lost her temper—a rare occurrence that had filled Annabelle with a terrible guilt. Mama ought not to be made to suffer. But of course she was suffering.


At this precise moment, Annabelle was still in London, where she had been enjoying the entertainments of the Season before dashing off with Thomas Till. Though enjoying was not quite the right word. How could she enjoy herself when the man she loved could not similarly enjoy the same events and she could see him only rarely and under very clandestine circumstances? And how could she enjoy herself when she had been given strict orders to encourage the attentions of a man she loathed simply because he was rich enough to pay off Papa’s debts in exchange for her hand in marriage?


Her father had been diligently courting the Marquess of Illingsworth for her all Season and had been confident of success. The marquess was only fourteen years older than she and only half a head shorter and only half bald. And he was besotted with her. She had nothing whatsoever to complain of—at least that’s what Papa had always said whenever she had complained.


She was shut up in her room, from which all books—except the Bible—and embroidery and painting and writing supplies had been ostentatiously removed lest she find some way of amusing herself and forgetting her plight. And the door had been locked from the outside so that she could be in no doubt that she was a prisoner at her father’s pleasure.


She felt like the worst sort of criminal.


Two days of incarceration had felt like two weeks or two months. Each hour had seemed a day long. Perhaps, Annabelle thought all too frequently, she had made the biggest mistake of her life when she fled with Thomas.


And sometimes she thought there was no perhaps about it.


The window of her bedchamber overlooked a small kitchen garden and a maze of stables and coach houses behind it. There was very little to look out upon and no way at all of knowing who—if anyone—rode into the square at the front of the house and maybe even stopped outside their door.


Perhaps no one did.


Perhaps no one ever would.


The bottom threatened to fall out of her stomach. Oh, how she hated this helplessness. She had never been helpless. Quite the contrary.


And then she heard the distant sound of the door knocker banging against the front door.


It might be anyone, of course.


Indeed, it almost undoubtedly was someone.


Annabelle shocked herself by giggling aloud at the sad joke. She clapped one hand over her mouth.


It was best not to hope. But how could one not hope? What else was there to live for?


More than half an hour went by before the key scraped in the lock of her door and the door swung inward to reveal her father on the threshold, frowning sternly as usual, and her mother behind his right shoulder, smiling encouragement at her, tears in her eyes, her face pale and wan.


Annabelle stood and clasped her hands at her waist.


She felt slightly sick to the stomach. Guilt was a horrible feeling, and she was staring it in the face when she glanced at her mother. Apprehension was just as bad. What now? Was the carriage ready at the door to bear her off into outer darkness?


“Well, miss,” her father said, stepping inside the room and seeming to half fill it with his tall, imposing figure. When he frowned, his great hooked nose made him look even more like a bird of prey than usual. “You are to have better than you deserve.”


Her mother nodded and dabbed at a spilled-over tear with one index finger.


Annabelle said nothing.


“I have been persuaded to lower my standards in order to restore at least a modicum of respectability to my family,” he said, “though it will be a long time before I will forgive you for forcing it upon me, Annabelle. My only consolation is that you will suffer more than your mother and I, and that you will deserve exactly what you get.”


His lips stretched into a grimace that might have been intended as a smile. Not a smile of pleasure or amusement or affection, however.


Gracious heaven, Annabelle thought, darting a glance at her mother, who was swiping at another tear, whatever did he mean? The Marquess of Illingsworth had not offered for her after all, had he? Had Papa never been close enough to him to smell his breath? Or to see his teeth? Had her bold bid for freedom really failed so utterly and so miserably?


But Papa had lowered his standards?


“I have just had a visit from Mason,” he said, clasping his hands at his back.


Annabelle’s eyes widened. There was a sudden coldness in her head that threatened a fainting fit. It took a conscious physical effort to draw a breath into her lungs.


“Mr. Mason?” she asked foolishly as though her father had spoken too quietly to be heard clearly.


Mr. Mason was their neighbor at Oakridge. He was enormously wealthy and enormously… well, large. He was also, if her father was to be believed, enormously vulgar, uncouth, and any number of other unsavory, low things. In other words, he was not one of them. He was not a gentleman. He had made his fortune in coal and still had coal dust encrusted beneath his fingernails—according to Papa. And he had had the unmitigated gall to purchase the estate adjoining Papa’s when it was for sale many years ago. He had pulled down the old house and built an expensively vulgar mansion in its place and had set out to be amiable, to be accepted as an equal by no less a person than the Earl of Havercroft.


He was an upstart—a dreadful thing to be if one’s family happened to have been of the nobility for countless generations back. Probably as far back as the Conquest.


Mr. Mason had been Papa’s mortal enemy for as long as Annabelle could recall. She and Mama had not been allowed to acknowledge him or Mrs. Mason even when they were occasionally at church together. They had not been allowed even so much as to look at the Masons or to recognize that they existed. It would puff them up to unbearable proportions, Papa had always said, and encourage further impudence.


Now Mr. Mason had come calling?


“Did you admit him, Papa?” Annabelle asked.


“I had him shown into Palmer’s office, not the visitors’ parlor,” he said. “But he would not state his business to anyone but me.”


Mr. Palmer was Papa’s secretary.


“I was obliged to see him,” her father said.


Yes, of course he was. Mr. Mason was rich. And Papa was really quite frighteningly poor after losing all that money recently and spending so lavishly last summer.


“He came to offer you marriage,” her father added.


“Mr. Mason did?” she asked, her voice a distressed squeak.


“Oh, Annabelle,” her mother said, speaking for the first time. “Mrs. Mason is still alive. It is Mr. Reginald Mason to whom you are to be married. Their son.”


Annabelle went very still. If there was any more blood to drain out of her head, it did so at that moment. There was a slight ringing in her ears. The air in her nostrils felt cold. She clenched her hands, digging her fingernails painfully into her tingling palms, willing herself not to collapse in an insensible heap at their feet.


“You think to marry me to Mr. Reginald Mason?” she asked, staring at her father.


Because he was rich. Or his father was, anyway. There could be no other possible reason. Papa’s hatred of Mr. Mason was almost an obsession.


Her father’s smile was grim.


“A coalminer’s son,” he said. “Expensively educated but with coal dust clogging his veins. A wild young rogue, with a reputation for unbridled extravagance and vicious depravity. And a mother and father who are vulgarity personified. Mason’s one consuming ambition is to wiggle his way into the ranks of the beau monde. And while he has not been able to accomplish that goal on his own account even after thirty years or more of trying, now at last he has seen an opportunity for his son and has not hesitated to seize it. You may be ruined, Annabelle, but you are still the daughter of the Earl of Havercroft. You are still Lady Annabelle Ashton. You are still a prize worth having to someone of Mason’s ilk. And he is prepared to pay very dearly indeed for such a soiled trophy.”


Annabelle gathered her aristocratic dignity about her and raised disdainful eyebrows—as well as her nose and her chin. She even managed a hollow laugh.


“I hope,” she said, “you sent him on his way faster than he came, Papa.”


Her mother sniffled.


Her father fixed her with a stony stare.


“What I did,” he said, “was accept the offer. I had no choice. You took away my choices. Mason will be coming again tomorrow with his son for the offer to be formally made—and accepted. By you.”


The ringing in Annabelle’s ears was turning fuzzy.


“I’ll not do it,” she whispered. “I’ll not do it. You cannot make me. I l-love Thomas.”


Her father’s voice was like thunder.


“You will never mention that name in this house again,” he bellowed. “But you are quite right about one thing. I cannot force you. I can, however, send you to Meadow Hall tomorrow and have you earn your keep as a chambermaid. I cannot afford your keep there, heaven help me, and pay a chambermaid. You surely cannot believe that I am rejoicing over this humiliation, Annabelle. To have young Mason as my son-in-law? To have Mason as your father-in-law? To be beholden to him for saving me from my difficulties and you from ruin? To know that my peers will forever laugh behind their hands at me? You will listen to young Mason’s proposal tomorrow—and you will accept it.”


“Oh, Annabelle,” her mother said, taking a step toward her. “He is a handsome young man. And only twenty-five. I daresay he is just sowing his wild oats, as young men do. I daresay he will—”


Her voice trailed off. Her husband had turned on her.


“And how, Ellen,” he asked coldly, “do you know what young Mason looks like?”


It was an absurd question. Young Mr. Mason had sat within feet of them at church every Sunday when both families were at home in the country. He always leered when Annabelle glanced his way or raised an ironical eyebrow or pursed his lips in a suggestion of a kiss. He was, as her mother had just said, very handsome.


“I will not marry him,” Annabelle said quickly. “I do not care how young or handsome he is or how respectable he may become at some time in the future. And I do not care how much his father is prepared to pay. I will not do it.”


She could hear her voice shaking.


“They are to come at two o’clock tomorrow afternoon,” the earl said. “You have until then to change your mind, Annabelle. The alternative is a life of drudgery at Meadow Hall, provided I do not lose it. If you do not like the idea of marrying young Mason, you have only yourself to blame that it has become not only a possibility but a necessity.”


Yes, she did have only herself to blame, Annabelle admitted to herself as he gestured her mother out of the room, followed her without another word, and closed the door behind them. She had made the plan and she had set it in motion, and—well, and here she was. She was to marry Reginald Mason instead of the Marquess of Illingsworth, if her father had his way.


From the frying pan into the fire.


She sank down onto a stool that was conveniently at hand and lowered her forehead to her knees.


It was Reginald Mason instead of the Marquess of Illingsworth or her father’s utter ruin.


Gracious heaven, it might have been anyone calling at the house an hour ago. It might even have been the marquess calling to forgive her and make her an offer after all. Instead it had been Mr. Mason, come to purchase her for his son.
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