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Prologue


London, late autumn, 1817


THE Right Honorable Edward Junius Carsington, Earl of Hargate, had five sons, which was three more than he needed. Since Providence—with some help from his wife—had early blessed him with a robust heir and an equally healthy spare, he’d rather the last three infants had been daughters.


This was because his lordship, unlike many of his peers, had a morbid aversion to accumulating debt, and everyone knows that sons, especially a nobleman’s sons, are beastly expensive.


The modest schooling aristocratic girls require can be provided well enough at home, while boys must be sent away to public school, then university.


In the course of growing up, properly looked after girls do not get into scrapes their father must pay enormous sums to get them out of. Boys do little else, unless kept in cages, which is impractical.


This, at least, was true of Lord Hargate’s boys. Having inherited their parents’ good looks, abundant vitality, and strong will, they tumbled into trouble with depressing regularity.


Let us also note that a daughter might be married off quite young at relatively small cost, after which she becomes her husband’s problem.


Sons … Well, the long and short of it was, their noble father must either buy them places—in government, the church, or the military—or find them wealthy wives.


In the last five years, Lord Hargate’s two eldest had done their duty in the matrimonial department. This left the earl free to turn his thoughts to that twenty-nine-year-old Baffle to All Human Understanding, the Honorable Alistair Carsington, his third son.


This was not to say that Alistair was ever far from his father’s thoughts. No, indeed, he was present day after day in the form of tradesmen’s bills.


“For what he spends on his tailor, bootmaker, hatter, glovemaker, and assorted haberdashers—not to mention the laundresses, wine and spirit merchants, pastry cooks, etc.—I might furnish a naval fleet,” his lordship complained to his wife one night as he climbed into bed beside her.


Lady Hargate laid aside the book she’d been reading and gave her full attention to her husband. The countess was dark-haired and statuesque, handsome rather than beautiful, with sparkling black eyes, an intimidating nose, and a strong jaw. Two of her sons had inherited her looks.


The son in question had inherited his father’s. They were both tall men built along lean lines, the earl not much thicker about the middle now than he’d been at Alistair’s age. They owned the same hawklike profile and the same heavy-lidded eyes, though the earl’s were more brown than gold and more deeply lined. Likewise, the father’s dark brown hair bore lines of silver. They had the same deep Carsington voice, which emotion—whether positive or negative—roughened into a growl.


Lord Hargate was growling at present.


“You must put a stop to it, Ned,” Lady Hargate said.


He turned his gaze full upon her, his eyebrows aloft.


“Yes, I recollect what I told you last year,” she said. “I said Alistair fusses overmuch about his appearance because he is self-conscious about being lame. I told you we must be patient. But it is two years and more since he returned from the Continent, and matters do not improve. He is indifferent to everything, it seems, but his clothes.”


Lord Hargate frowned. “I never thought I’d see the day we’d be fretting because he wasn’t in trouble with a woman.”


“You must do something, Ned.”


“I would, had I the least idea what to do.”


“What nonsense!” she said. “If you can manage the royal offspring—not to mention those unruly fellows in the House of Commons—you most certainly can manage your son. You will think of something, I have not the smallest doubt. But I urge you to think of it soon, sir.”


A week later, in response to Lord Hargate’s summons, Alistair Carsington stood by a window in the latter’s study, perusing a lengthy document. It contained a list of what his father titled “Episodes of Stupidity,” and their cost in pounds, shillings, and pence.


The list of Alistair’s indiscretions was short, by some men’s standards. The degree of folly and notoriety involved, however, was well above the norm, as he was most unhappily aware.


He did not need the list to remind him: He fell in love quickly, deeply, and disastrously.


For example:


When he was fourteen, it was Clara, the golden-haired, rosy-cheeked daughter of an Eton caretaker. Alistair followed her about like a puppy and spent all his allowance on offerings of sweets and pretty trinkets. One day a jealous rival, a local youth, made provocative remarks. The dispute soon escalated from exchanging insults to exchanging blows. The fight drew a crowd. The ensuing brawl between a group of Alistair’s schoolmates and some village boys resulted in two broken noses, six missing teeth, one minor concussion, and considerable property damage. Clara wept over the battered rival and called Alistair a brute. His heart broken, he didn’t care that he faced expulsion as well as charges of assault, disturbing the King’s peace, inciting a riot, and destruction of property. Lord Hargate was obliged to care, and it cost him a pretty penny.


At age sixteen, it was Verena, whom Alistair met during summer holiday. Because her parents were pious and strict, she read lurid novels in secret and communicated with Alistair in hurried whispers and clandestine letters. One night, as prearranged, he sneaked to her house and threw pebbles at her bedroom window. He’d assumed they would enact some variation of the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet. Verena had other ideas. She threw down a valise, then climbed down a rope of knotted sheets. She would be her parents’ prisoner no longer, she said. She would run away with Alistair. Thrilled to rescue a damsel in distress, he didn’t worry about money, transportation, lodging, or other such trifles, but instantly agreed. They were caught before they reached the next parish. Her outraged parents wanted him tried for kidnapping and transported to New South Wales. After settling matters, Lord Hargate told his son to find a trollop and stop mooning after gently bred virgins.


At age seventeen, it was Kitty. She was a dressmaker’s assistant with enormous blue eyes. From her Alistair learnt, among other things, the finer points of women’s fashion. When a jealous, high-born customer’s complaints cost Kitty her position, the outraged Alistair published a pamphlet about the injustice. The customer sued for libel, and the dressmaker sought redress for defamation and loss of trade. Lord Hargate did the usual.


At age nineteen it was Gemma, a fashionable milliner. One day, thief-takers stopped their carriage en route to a romantic rural idyll and found in Gemma’s boxes some stolen property. She claimed jealous rivals had planted false evidence, and Alistair believed her. His impassioned speech about conspiracies and corrupt officials drew a crowd, which grew disorderly, as crowds often do. The Riot Act was read, and he was taken into custody along with his light-fingered lover. Lord Hargate came to the rescue once more.


At age twenty-one, it was Aimée, a French ballet dancer who transformed Alistair’s modest bachelor lodgings into an elegant abode. They gave parties that soon became famous in London’s demimonde. Since Aimée’s tastes rivaled those of the late Marie Antoinette, and Alistair wouldn’t dream of denying her anything, he ended up in a sponging house—last stop before debtors’ prison. The earl paid the astronomical debt, found Aimée a position with a touring ballet company, and told Alistair it was time to take up with respectable people and stop making a spectacle of himself.


At age twenty-three, it was Lady Thurlow, Alistair’s first and only married paramour. In the haut ton, one pursues an adulterous liaison discreetly, to protect the lady’s reputation and spare her husband tedious duels and legal actions. But Alistair couldn’t hide his feelings, and she had to end the relationship. Unfortunately, a servant stole Alistair’s love letters and threatened to publish them. To protect his beloved from scandal and an outraged husband, Alistair, who had no way of raising the enormous ransom demanded, had to ask his father’s help.


At twenty-seven came his worst folly. Judith Gilford was the only child of a wealthy, newly knighted widower. She entered Alistair’s life early in the new year of 1815. He soon vanquished all rivals, and in February the engagement was announced. By March he was in purgatory.


In public she was lovely to look at and charming to talk to. In private she fell into sulks or threw tantrums when she didn’t get exactly what she wanted the instant she wanted it. She expected all attention, always, to focus on her. Her feelings were easily hurt, but she had no regard for anyone else’s. She was unkind to family and friends, abusive to servants, and fell into hysterics when anyone tried to soften her temper or language.


And so by March, Alistair was in despair, because a gentleman must not break off an engagement. Since Judith wouldn’t, he could only wish he’d be trampled by runaway horses or thrown into the Thames or stabbed to death by footpads. One night, en route to a seamy neighborhood where a violent death was a strong possibility, he stumbled somehow—and he still wasn’t sure how—into the comforting arms of a voluptuous courtesan named Helen Waters.


Alistair once again fell madly in love, and once again was indiscreet. Judith found out, made appalling scenes in public, and threatened lawsuits. The scandalmongers loved it. Lord Hargate did not. The next Alistair knew, he was being hustled onto a ship bound for the Continent.


Just in time for Waterloo.


That was the end of the list.


His face hot, Alistair limped away from the window and set the documents on the great desk behind which his father sat watching him.


Affecting a lightness he didn’t feel, Alistair said, “Do I receive any credit for not having had an episode since the spring of 1815?”


“You stayed out of trouble only because you were incapacitated for most of that time,” Lord Hargate said. “Meanwhile, the tradesmen’s bills arrive by the cartload. I cannot decide which is worse. For what you spend on waistcoats you might keep a harem of French whores.”


Alistair couldn’t deny it. He’d always been particular about his clothes. Perhaps, of late, he devoted more time and thought to his appearance than previously. Perhaps it kept his mind off other things. The fifteenth of June, for instance, the day and night he couldn’t remember. Waterloo remained a blur in his mind. He pretended he did remember, as he pretended he didn’t notice the difference since he’d come home: the idolatry that made him squirm inwardly, the pity that infuriated him.


He pushed these thoughts away, and frowned at a speck of lint on his coat sleeve. He resisted the urge to brush at it. That would seem a nervous gesture. He was beginning to perspire, but that didn’t show. Yet. He prayed his father would finish before his neckcloth wilted.


“I detest talking about money,” his father said. “It is vulgar. Unfortunately, the subject can no longer be avoided. If you wish to cheat your younger brothers of what they’re entitled to, then so be it.”


“My brothers?” Alistair met his father’s narrow gaze. “Why should I …” He trailed off, because Lord Hargate’s mouth was turning up, into the barest hint of a smile.


Oh, that little smile never boded well.


“Let me explain,” Lord Hargate said.


“HE gives me until the first of May,” Alistair told his friend Lord Gordmor that afternoon. “Have you ever heard anything so diabolical?”


He had arrived while his former comrade-in-arms was dressing. Gordmor had glanced but once at Alistair’s face, and sent his manservant away. Once they were private, Alistair described this morning’s meeting with his sire.


Unlike the majority of noblemen, the viscount was perfectly capable of dressing himself, and did so while his guest talked.


At present his lordship stood before the glass, tying his neckcloth. Since the process involved not merely tying a proper knot but arranging folds with excruciating exactitude, it usually demanded that one spoil at least half a dozen lengths of starched linen before achieving perfection.


Alistair stood by the dressing room window and watched the passing scene, the arrangement of neckcloths having lost some of its allure since this morning.


“Your father is an enigma to me,” Gordmor said.


“He tells me to wed an heiress, Gordy. Can you credit it? After the debacle with Judith?”


Gordmor had warned Alistair at the time to be careful: An only child didn’t know what it was like to share parents’ affection and attention with other siblings, and tended to be overindulged and underdisciplined.


Now Gordy said only, “There must be at least one heiress in England who isn’t bracket-faced or ill-natured.”


“It makes no difference,” Alistair said. “I can’t think of marrying until I’m quite elderly and enfeebled: five and forty—no, better, five and fifty. Otherwise, I shall make another catastrophic mistake, and be forced to live with it forever.”


“You’ve merely had bad luck with women,” Gordy said.


Alistair shook his head. “No, it is a fatal flaw of character: I fall in love too easily, and always unwisely, and then disaster follows upon disaster. I wonder why my sire doesn’t simply choose a rich wife for me. His judgment is sure to be better than mine.”


Still, it would rankle, Alistair knew. He would bring his bride nothing. It was hard enough, depending upon his father for funds. To depend upon a wife, to feel beholden to her family … The prospect made his skin crawl. He knew other younger sons wed for wealth and no one thought the less of them. It was perfectly acceptable. But he could not quite bring his pride to this point of view. “I wish he had let me stay in the army,” he growled.


Gordmor took his eyes off his neckcloth long enough to glance at Alistair. “Perhaps, like some of us, he felt you had used up your quota of battlefield luck. Frankly, I’m glad he blocked that route.”


Apparently, Waterloo had tried very hard to kill Alistair. He’d learnt that the foe had shot three horses out from under him, slashed him with sabers, and stuck him with lances. A body of friendly cavalry had ridden over him, a couple of fellows had died on him, and looters had robbed him. Given up for dead, he had lain in the muck among the corpses for hours. He was nearly a corpse when Gordmor found him.


Not that Alistair remembered. He only pretended to. He’d assembled the general picture from others’ remarks. He wasn’t sure it was all true. Or if it was, it might be greatly exaggerated. He was sure Gordy knew or at least suspected that something had gone awry with Alistair’s brain box, but they never spoke of it.


“My father could have let me continue serving King and country,” Alistair said. “Then he could not complain of my frittering away my life in idleness.”


“But a gentleman is supposed to be idle.”


“Not this one,” Alistair said. “Not any longer. I must find a way to earn my keep by the first of May.”


“Six months,” Gordmor murmured. “That should be time enough.”


“It had better be. If I haven’t found an occupation by then, I must woo and win an heiress. If I fail to do either of these—he punishes my younger brothers!”


This had been Lord Hargate’s coup de grâce.


The earldom and all its other titles, honors, and privileges, along with most of the family properties, would go to Alistair’s oldest brother Benedict when their father died. Great estates were usually entailed this way, to keep them intact over generations. But this only shifted the younger sons’ upkeep from father to eldest son. To spare Benedict this burden, his lordship had acquired certain properties, intended to be wedding gifts for his boys.


Today he’d threatened to sell one or both of the younger men’s properties and arrange an annuity for Alistair from the proceeds, if Alistair failed to find an occupation—or a well-dowered bride—in the stated time.


“Only your inscrutable father could devise such a scheme,” Gordmor said. “I think there is something Oriental about his mind.”


“You mean Machiavellian,” Alistair said.


“I daresay it is uncomfortable to have so forceful a character for a parent,” Gordmor said. “Yet I can’t help admiring him. He’s a brilliant politician, as all in Parliament know—and tremble, knowing. And even you must admit his strategy is excellent. He struck precisely in your tender spot: those great louts you think of as your baby brothers.”


“Tender spots have nothing to do with it,” Alistair said. “My brothers annoy me excessively. But I cannot let them be robbed to support me.”


“Still, you must admit your father succeeded in unnerving you, which is no small accomplishment. I recall that when the surgeon proposed to saw off your leg, you said, ‘What a pity. We had grown so attached.’ There was I, blubbering and raving by turns, and you, trampled nearly to pulp, as cool as the Iron Duke himself.”


The comparison was absurd. The Duke of Wellington had led his armies time and again to victory. All Alistair had accomplished was to endure long enough to be rescued.


As to his cool demeanor, if he’d taken it all so calmly, why wasn’t it plain and clear in his head? Why did the scene remain shrouded, out of his reach?


He turned his back to the window and regarded the man who’d not only saved his life but made sure he kept all his limbs. “You lacked my training, Gordy,” he said. “You’d only the one older sister, where I had two older brothers to beat and torment me from the time I could walk.”


“My sister finds other ways to torment me,” Gordmor said. He shrugged into his coat and gave his reflection a final scrutiny. He was fair-haired, slightly shorter than Alistair’s six-plus feet, and a degree burlier in build.


“My tailor does his best with the material at hand,” Gordmor said. “Yet spend what I will and do what I will, I always contrive to be a shade less elegant than you.”


Alistair’s leg was twitching for rest. He left his post at the window and limped to the nearest chair. “It’s merely that war wounds are fashionable these days.”


“No, it’s you. You even limp with address.”


“If one must limp, one ought to do it well.”


Gordmor only smiled.


“At any rate, I must do you credit,” Alistair told his friend. “If not for you, I should be lying very still at this moment.”


“Not still,” said his lordship. “Decomposing. I believe it is an active process.” He moved to a small cabinet and took out a decanter and glasses.


“I thought we were going out,” Alistair said.


“Presently.” Gordmor poured. “But first I want to talk to you about a canal.”




One


Derbyshire, Monday 16 February 1818


MIRABEL Oldridge left the stables and started up the gravel path toward Oldridge Hall. As she was turning into the garden, the footman Joseph burst out of the shrubbery and into the footpath.


Though Miss Oldridge had recently passed her thirty-first birthday, she didn’t look it. At the moment—her red-gold hair windblown, her creamy cheeks rosy, and her blue eyes sparkling from exercise—she appeared quite young.


Nonetheless, to all intents and purposes she was the senior member of the family, and it was to Miss Oldridge, not her father, the servants turned when difficulties arose. This perhaps was because her parent so often caused the difficulties.


Joseph’s abrupt appearance and breathless state told her there was a difficulty even before he spoke, which he did in a rush and ungrammatically.


“If you please, miss,” he said, “there’s a gentleman which he came to see Mr. Oldridge. Also which he has an appointment, he says. Which he does, Mr. Benton says, as master’s book were open, and Mr. Benton seen it plain as day and in the master’s own hand.”


If Benton the butler said the diary entry existed, it must, impossible as this seemed.


Mr. Oldridge never made appointments with anybody. His neighbors knew they must arrange social visits with Mirabel if they wished to see her father. Those who came on estate business understood they must deal with Mr. Oldridge’s agent Higgins or Mirabel, who supervised the agent.


“Will the gentleman not see Higgins instead?”


“Mr. Benton says it isn’t proper, miss, Mr. Higgins being beneath the gentleman’s notice. A Mr. Carsington, which his father is the Earl of someplace. Mr. Benton said what it was. A something-gate, only it weren’t Billingsgate nor none of them other London ones.”


“Carsington?” Mirabel said. “That is the Earl of Hargate’s family name.” It was an old Derbyshire family, but not one with which she was on visiting terms.


“Yes, that’s it, miss. Besides which this is the gentleman what was trampled so heroic at Waterloo, which is why we put him in the drawing room where Mr. Benton says with respect, miss, but it won’t do to leave him cooling his heels like he was nobody in particular.”


Mirabel glanced down at herself. It had rained off and on all morning. Globs of mud clung to her damp riding dress and, thanks to the walk to and from the stables, thickly caked her boots. Her hair and the hairpins had long since parted ways, and she’d rather not contemplate the state of her bonnet.


She debated what to do. It seemed disrespectful to appear in all her dirt. On the other hand, putting herself right would take ages, and the gentleman—the famous Waterloo hero—had already been kept waiting longer than was courteous.


She picked up her skirts and ran to the house.


•   •   •


DERBYSHIRE was not where Alistair wanted to be at present. Rural life held no charms for him. He preferred civilization, which meant London.


Oldridge Hall lay far from civilization, in a godforsaken corner of Derbyshire’s godforsaken Peak.


Gordmor had aptly, if hoarsely, described the charms of the Peak from his sickbed: “Tourists gawking at picturesque views and the picturesque rustics. Hypochondriacs guzzling mineral waters and splashing in mineral baths. Ghastly roads. No theater, no opera, no clubs. Nothing on earth to do but gape at the view—mountains, valleys, rocks, streams, cows, and sheep—or at rustics, tourists, and invalids.”


In mid-February the area lacked even that degree of animation. The landscape was bleak shades of brown and grey, the weather bitterly cold and wet.


But Gordmor’s—and thus Alistair’s—problem lay here, and could not wait until summer to be solved.


Oldridge Hall was a handsome enough old manor house, greatly enlarged over the years. It was, however, most inconveniently situated at the end of a long stretch of what was humorously called “road” hereabouts: a narrow, rutted track where dust prevailed in dry weather and mud in wet.


Alistair had thought Gordmor exaggerated in describing the condition of the roads. In fact, his lordship had understated the case. Alistair could imagine no area in England more desperately in need of a canal.


Having examined the drawing room’s collection of pictures—which included several superlative paintings of Egyptian scenes—and studied the carpet pattern, Alistair walked to the French doors and looked out. The glass doors gave out onto a terrace, which gave way to a profuse arrangement of gardens. Beyond these lay rolling parkland and, farther on, the picturesque hills and dales.


He did not notice any of these landscape features. All he saw was the girl.


She was racing up the terrace stairs, skirts bunched up to her knees, bonnet askew, and a wild mass of hair the color of sunrise dancing about her face.


Even while he was taking in the hair—a whirling fireball when a gust of wind caught it—she darted across the terrace. Alistair had an unobstructed view of trim ankles and well-shaped calves before she let the hem drop to cover them.


He opened the door, and she irrupted into the drawing room in a whirl of rain and mud, taking no more heed of her bedraggled state than a dog would.


She smiled.


Her mouth was wide, and so the smile seemed to go on forever, and round and round, encircling him. Her eyes were blue, twilight blue, and for a moment she seemed to be the beginning and end of everything, from the sunrise halo of hair to the dusky blue of her eyes.


For that moment, Alistair didn’t know anything else, even his name, until she spoke it.


“Mr. Carsington,” she said, and her voice was clear and cool with a trace of a whisper in it.


Hair: sunrise. Eyes: dusk. Voice: night.


“I am Mirabel Oldridge,” the night-voice went on.


Mirabel. It meant wonderful. And she was truly—


Alistair caught himself in the nick of time, before his brain disintegrated. No poetry, he told himself. No castles in the air.


He was here on business and must not forget it.


He could not allow his thoughts to linger, even for an instant, upon any woman … no matter how lovely her skin or how warm her smile, like the first warmth of spring after a long, dark winter …


No poetry. He must view her as—as a piece of furniture. He must.


If he stumbled into another disaster this time—and disaster was inevitable if a member of the opposite sex was concerned—he would not merely suffer the usual disillusionment, heartbreak, and humiliation.


This time his folly would injure others. His brothers would lose their property, and Gordmor would be, if not utterly ruined, then left in greatly embarrassed circumstances. That was no way to repay the man who’d saved his life, not to mention his leg. Alistair must prove himself worthy of the trust his friend had placed in him.


He must prove as well to Lord Hargate that his third son was not an idle, useless fop of a parasite.


Praying his face told no tales, Alistair casually drew back, bowed, and murmured the usual polite response.


“You wanted my father, I know,” the girl said. “He appointed to meet with you today.”


“I collect he has been detained elsewhere.”


“Exactly,” she said. “I have considered engraving that as his epitaph: ‘Sylvester Oldridge, Beloved Father, Detained Elsewhere.’ Of course, that would truly be the case, would it not, were he in need of an epitaph.”


The faint color rising in her cheeks belied the coolness of her voice. It was instinctive to incline toward that hint of a blush, to see if it would grow rosier still.


Rather hastily she moved away and began untying the ribbons of her bonnet.


Alistair came to his senses, straightened, and said composedly, “Since you imply he is not yet in need of it, one may safely assume he is detained only in the usual sense, not the permanent one.”


“All too usual,” she said. “If you were a moss or a lichen or possessed stamens and pistils or any other uniquely vegetative quality, he would remember the smallest detail about you. But if you were the Archbishop of Canterbury, and the eternal disposition of my father’s soul depended upon his meeting you at such and such a time, it would be exactly the same as this.”


Alistair was too much occupied with stifling inconvenient feelings to absorb her words. Luckily, her attire finally caught his attention, and this promptly purged his brain of poetic drivel.


The riding dress was of costly fabric and well made, but in a dowdy style and a shade of green unflattering to her coloring. The bonnet likewise was of superior quality, but frumpy. Alistair was baffled. How could a woman who obviously understood quality have no acquaintance whatsoever with taste or fashion?


The contradiction annoyed him, and this, combined with stifled feelings, perhaps explained why he grew so unreasonably irritated when, instead of untying the bonnet ribbons, she proceeded to tangle them.


“And so I ask you to overlook my father’s absence as a quirk or ailment of character,” she was saying as she tried to undo the tangle, “and not take offense. Drat.” She tugged the ribbons, which only tightened the Gordian knot she’d created.


“May I assist you, Miss Oldridge?” Alistair said.


She retreated a pace. “Thank you, but I do not see why we should both be aggravated by a stubborn bit of ribbon.”


He advanced upon her. “I must insist,” he said. “You are only making it worse.”


She clutched the knotted ribbon with one hand.


“You can’t see what you’re doing,” he said. He nudged her hand.


She brought her hands to her sides and went stiff as a board. Her blue gaze fastened on the knot of his neckcloth.


“I must ask you to tilt your head back,” Alistair said.


She did so, and her eyes focused above and somewhere to his right. Her eyelashes were darker than her hair, and long. A wash of pink came and went in her cheeks.


Alistair forced his own gaze lower—past her overwide mouth—to the knot, which was very hard and very small. He had to bend close to look for a likely opening in it.


Instantly he became aware of a scent that wasn’t wet wool, but Woman. His heart gave a series of hard thumps.


Resolutely ignoring these disturbances, he managed to get one well-manicured nail into a sliver of an opening. But the ribbon was damp, and the knot gave way not one iota, and he could feel her breath on his face. His pulse picked up speed.


He straightened. “The situation appears hopeless,” he said. “I recommend surgery.”


Later he would realize he should have recommended she send for her maid, but at the time he was distracted by her lower lip, the corner of which was caught between her teeth.


“Very well, then,” she said, still looking at the spot above his head. “Rip it or cut it—whatever is quickest. The thing gives more trouble than it’s worth.”


Alistair took out his penknife and neatly sliced the ribbon. He longed to tear the bonnet from her head, hack it to shreds, throw it down, and stomp on it, then hurl it into the fire—and by the way, have the milliner pilloried for making it in the first place.


Instead, he withdrew to a safe distance, put away his penknife, and told himself to calm down.


Miss Oldridge snatched the bonnet from her head, stared at it for a moment, then carelessly tossed it onto a nearby chair.


“That’s better,” she said, and beamed up at him once more. “I was beginning to wonder if I must wear the thing for the rest of my life.”


The billowing cloud of fiery hair and the smile knocked Alistair’s thoughts about as though they were a lot of ninepins in his skull. He firmly put them back to rights.


“I sincerely hope not,” he said.


“I do apologize for bothering you with it,” she said. “You endured trials enough, I daresay, coming all this way for nothing. Not that I know where you came from.”


“Matlock Bath,” he said. “Not a great ways by any means. A few miles.” At least twenty it had seemed, on filthy roads, under skies spitting icy rain. “There is no harm done. I shall come another day, when it is more convenient.” When, he fervently hoped, she would be detained elsewhere.


“Unless it is convenient for you to come as a pawpaw tree, it will be another wasted journey,” she said. “Even if you should happen to find my father at home, you shan’t find him at home, if you take my meaning.”


Alistair didn’t quite take it, but before he could ask her to explain, a pair of servants entered, bearing trays laden with enough sustenance for a company of Light Dragoons.


“I beg you to partake of some refreshment,” she said, “while I withdraw for a moment to make myself presentable. Since you’ve come all this way, you might as well acquaint me with your errand. Perhaps I can help you.”


Alistair was certain it would be fatal to spend any more time alone with her. The smile muddled him horribly.


“Really, Miss Oldridge, it is no great matter,” he said. “I can come another day. I plan to stay in the area for some time.” As long as was necessary. He’d promised to take care of the problem, and he would not return to London until he’d done so.


“It will be the same no matter what day you come.” She started toward the door. “Even if you do run Papa to ground, he won’t attend to anything you say.” She paused to direct a questioning look at him. “Unless you are vegetative?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Botanical,” she said. “I was aware you had been in the army, but that doesn’t mean you haven’t another occupation in civilian life. Are you botanical?”


“Not in the least,” Alistair said.


“Then he won’t attend.” She continued to the door.


Alistair was beginning to wish he’d let her choke on the bonnet ribbons. He said, “Miss Oldridge, I have a letter from your father, in which he expresses not only a strong interest in my project, but a clear grasp of its implications. I find it difficult to believe that the man who wrote this letter will heed nothing I say.”


That stopped her in her tracks. She turned fully toward him, blue eyes wide. “My father has written to you?”


“He replied to my letter immediately.”


There was a longish pause before she said, “It is about a project, you said. But not connected to botany.”


“A dull matter of business,” he said. “A canal.”


She paled a little, then her animated face hardened into a polite mask. “Lord Gordmor’s canal.”


“You have heard about it, then.”


“Who has not?”


“Yes, well, there seems to be some misunderstanding about his lordship’s plans.”


She folded her hands at her waist. “A misunderstanding,” she said.


The temperature in the room was rapidly dropping.


“I’ve come to clear it up,” Alistair said. “Lord Gordmor is ill at present—the influenza—but I am a partner in the enterprise and acquainted with every detail. I am sure I can ease your father’s apprehensions.”


“If you think we are merely apprehensive,” she said, “you are laboring under a grievous misapprehension. We—and I believe I speak for the majority of landowners on Longledge Hill—are inalterably opposed to the canal.”


“With respect, Miss Oldridge, I believe the proposal has been misrepresented, and I am sure the gentlemen of the Longledge area will, in the interests of fairness, grant me an opportunity to correct and clarify matters. Since your father is by far the largest landowner hereabouts, I wished to speak to him first. His good opinion, I know, will carry great weight with his neighbors.”


The corners of her wide mouth turned up a very little, creating a shadow of a smile disagreeably reminiscent of his father’s.


“Very well,” she said. “We shall search for him. But perhaps you will allow me a few minutes to don something cleaner and drier.” She gestured at her riding dress.


Alistair’s face heated. He’d become so agitated about smiles and skin and scent that he’d forgotten she was wet and probably chilled. He’d kept her standing about all this time when she must be longing to be free of her damp attire.


He absolutely would not think about what getting her free of it involved … the buttons and tapes and corset strings to be undone …


No.


He fixed his mind on canals, coal mines, and steam engines, and apologized for his thoughtlessness.


She coolly dismissed the apology, asked him to make himself comfortable and take some refreshment, and still wearing the smile that wasn’t one, exited the room.


THE conservatory to which Miss Oldridge—wearing a different but no more attractive frock—took Alistair rivaled the Prince Regent’s at Carlton House. The Regent’s, however, was used primarily for entertaining, and plants were moved in and out as necessary. Mr. Oldridge’s plants were far more numerous and less mobile.


This was not quite an indoor garden, either. It was more like a museum or library of plants.


Each specimen was carefully labeled, with extensive notes and cross-references to others. At intervals, notebooks lay open in the dirt, containing further notes in Latin in the hand Alistair recognized as Mr. Oldridge’s.


Neither the flesh-and-blood hand, however, nor the gentleman attached to it appeared in the conservatory. The same held true outside of the house, in the greenhouses and gardens.


At last one of the gardeners told them Mr. Oldridge had been absorbed in studying moss life in the higher elevations. The gardener was fairly certain his master would be found upon the Heights of Abraham, one of his favorite spots of late.


Alistair was well aware that the Heights of Abraham rose in Matlock Bath. Even had he somehow failed to notice the wooded slope with the great mass of rock jutting up from it directly behind his hotel, he could not help knowing, because the place abounded in signs and cards advertising the fact.


He could not believe he’d come all this way on the damnable road, while the man he sought was back in the village he’d come from, possibly falling off a cliff and breaking his neck at this very moment.


He looked at Miss Oldridge, who was gazing into the distance. He wondered what she was thinking.


He told himself her thoughts were irrelevant. He was here on business. It was her father’s views that mattered.


“Your father must be unusually dedicated to his—er—hobby,” he said. “Not many people will climb mountains at this time of year. Don’t mosses go into hibernation or whatever it is most plants do in winter?”


“I have no idea,” she said.


An icy mist was falling, and Alistair’s bad leg was taking note of the fact in the form of spasms and shooting pains. She, however, continued walking away from the house, and Alistair limped along beside her.


“You do not share his enthusiasm,” he said.


“It is beyond me,” she said. “I am so ignorant as to imagine he could find mosses and lichen enough on his own property, instead of tramping all the way over to the Derwent River to look for them. Still, he always contrives to be home in time for his dinner, and I daresay the walking and climbing keep him limber, and at least he isn’t—Ah, there he is.”


A man of medium height and slender build emerged from an opening in the shrubbery and ambled toward them. He was well protected from the elements in a hat and overcoat of oilcloth, and his battered boots were sturdily made.


As the man drew near, Alistair discerned the family resemblance. Most of Miss Oldridge’s features came, he surmised, from the maternal side, but her hair and eyes seemed to be a younger and more vivid version of her father’s. Age had dulled rather than greyed his hair and faded his eyes to a paler blue, though his gaze seemed sharp enough.


His countenance offered no sign of recognition, however, when introductions were made.


“Mr. Carsington wrote you a letter, Papa,” Miss Oldridge said. “About Lord Gordmor’s canal. You made an appointment to meet with Mr. Carsington today.”


Mr. Oldridge frowned. “Did I, indeed?” He thought for a moment. “Ah, yes. The canal. That was how Smith made his observations, you know. Fascinating, fascinating. Fossils, too. Most enlightening. Well, sir, you will stay to dinner, I hope.”


And away he went, leaving Alistair staring after him.


“He must visit his new specimens,” came the cool, whispery voice beside him. “Then he will dress for dinner. In the winter months we dine early. In summer we dine fashionably late. The one place you can be sure to find my father is in the dining room, punctual to the minute. Wherever he may ramble, whatever botanical riddles might fascinate him, he always contrives to be home in good time for dinner. I recommend you accept his invitation. You’ll have at least two hours to make your case.”


“I should be honored,” Alistair said, “but I came unprepared, and have no suitable attire for dinner.”


“You are more elegantly dressed than anyone we have dined with in the last decade,” Miss Oldridge said. “Not that Papa will notice what you are wearing. And I don’t care in the least.”


IT was true that Mirabel Oldridge cared little about the minutiae of dress. She rarely took any notice of what others wore and found life simpler when they treated her the same way. She dressed plainly to encourage the many men she dealt with to take her seriously: to listen rather than look, and keep their minds on business.


To her great discomfort, however, she had taken excessive and repeated notice of Mr. Carsington, from the crown of his sleek hat to his gleaming boots.


He had not been wearing the hat when she first saw him. As a result she was aware that his hair was a rich brown with golden glints his deep-set eyes seemed to reflect. His face was angular, the profile patrician to the last degree. He was handsome in a brooding sort of way, tall, broad-shouldered, and long-limbed. Even his hands were long. When he had offered to help with the knotted bonnet strings, she had looked at his hands and felt giddy.


Matters did not improve when he’d stood so near to work on the ribbons. She’d caught a whiff of shaving soap or cologne; it was so faint that she couldn’t be sure what it was or whether she’d simply imagined it.


But she’d become confused because she was nervous, she told herself, which was perfectly reasonable. She’d been uneasy because she’d been caught unprepared, which was as unpleasant as it was unusual.


One near catastrophe years ago had taught her to keep informed of everything having to do with her father. That way, no one could take advantage of him, or confuse, manipulate, or bully her. That way she would never be at a loss. She would know exactly what to do at all times.


For instance, she read all her father’s correspondence and dealt with it. All he ever had to do was read what she’d written and sign his name. In any event, he appeared to read. There was no way to be sure his mind was engaged. He was too busy trying to unlock the secrets of plant reproduction to pay attention to his relatives’ letters, or his solicitor’s—or any other materials unconnected with botanical pursuits.


Not having opened any letters from Mr. Carsington, Mirabel had no idea what he’d written and couldn’t begin to guess how Papa had answered.


If she wished not to be caught unprepared at dinner, she had better fill the gap in her knowledge.


This was why she wasted no time in turning Mr. Carsington over to the servants, who’d see to drying and brushing his “unsuitable” attire and provide whatever else he needed for his toilette.


Yet Mirabel stood for a moment, watching him limp away, only to wish she hadn’t, because her heart squeezed, as though it winced for him, which was foolish.


She’d seen and even helped nurse men with worse injuries. She knew men and women who’d suffered as much or more than he had done. She knew of some who’d acted bravely, too, and received not a fraction of the admiration showered upon him. And anyway, she told herself, he was far too elegant and self-assured to need anybody’s sympathy.


Mirabel thrust the limp to the back of her mind and hurried to her father’s study.


As Joseph had reported, his master’s diary lay open to this date, and the appointment was duly noted.


She ransacked the desk but found no trace of Mr. Carsington’s letter. Most likely Papa had stuffed it in his pocket and scribbled field notes on it or lost it. The copy of his reply had survived, however, because he’d written it in his memorandum book instead of on a loose sheet of paper.


The letter, dated ten days ago, was as Mr. Carsington described: her father expressed interest, clearly grasped the implications, and seemed most willing to discuss the canal further.


The words made Mirabel’s throat hurt.


In the letter she saw the father she’d known once, who took an interest in so many things, so many people. How he’d loved to talk—and listen, too, even to a little girl’s prattle. She remembered sitting on the stairs, listening to the voices below, during the frequent dinners and card parties and other social gatherings. How many times had she heard him and her mother in conversation at table, in the library, the sitting room, this study?


But after her mother’s death fifteen years ago, he had grown increasingly preoccupied with plant rather than human life. On the rare occasions he did emerge from the realms of botany, it was only for a short time.


Mirabel had missed the most recent occasion. He must have taken notice of the everyday world during the few days she’d spent visiting her former governess in Cromford.


During the visit Mirabel had bought the bonnet with which she’d nearly choked herself this afternoon.


She could not believe she’d let the man unnerve her so completely. It was not as though she’d never encountered his kind before.


During her two London seasons—a lifetime ago, it seemed—she’d met countless men like him: elegant in dress, polished in all the social graces, never at a loss as to what to do or say.


She’d heard the cultivated voices, the drawls and lisps some fashionables affected, the laughter, gossip, and flirtation.


Surely she’d heard voices like his, so low-pitched as to make every commonplace utterance seem of the deepest intimacy, every cliché a delicious secret.


“I have heard and seen them all,” she muttered. “He is nothing remarkable, merely another London sophisticate who sees us as provincials and bumpkins. We are all ignorant country folk who don’t know what’s good for us.”


Mr. Carsington would soon discover his error.


Meanwhile, his dinner conversation with Papa should prove vastly entertaining.




Two


WHILE Alistair made no pretense to intellectual brilliance, he was usually capable of putting two and two together, and fairly quickly.


Circumstances this day, however, conspired against him. By Miss Oldridge’s abysmal standards he might seem dressed elegantly enough for a country dinner. He knew better.


Thanks to conscientious servants and a good fire, his clothes were brushed and dry. But the clothes were for afternoon wear and could not be transformed into acceptable dinner attire by even the most diligent servants.


Furthermore, the staff could not instantly launder and starch his linen. His neckcloth was limp, and creases had formed in the wrong places, which made him wild.


Meanwhile his leg, which hated damp and ought to have lived in Morocco, was punishing him for the ramble in the icy mist by tying itself into throbbing knots.


These annoyances contributed to his failure to realize what any idiot would have divined hours ago.


Miss Oldridge had spoken of stamens and pistils and asked if he was botanical. Alistair had seen the conservatory, the notebooks, the acres of hothouses.


But when he wasn’t in a fit over his clothes or being tortured by his leg, he was completely distracted by her. As a result, it wasn’t until they met in the drawing room before dinner, and Mr. Oldridge acquainted him with Hedwig’s observations on the reproductive organs of mosses, that the truth finally dawned: The man was in the grip of a monomania.


Alistair was familiar with the malady. He had an evangelical sister-in-law and a cousin obsessed with deciphering the Rosetta stone. Since such people rarely, of their own accord, abandoned their chosen place of mental residence, one must take them firmly by the elbow, figuratively speaking, and lead them elsewhere.


Accordingly, at the start of the second course, when his host ceased lecturing to concentrate on carving the goose, Alistair charged into the gap.


“I envy your having so many facts at your command,” he said. “I wish you had been able to advise us before we first presented our canal proposal. I do hope you will advise us now.”


Mr. Oldridge continued dismantling the fowl, but his mouth pursed and his brows knit.


“We will gladly alter the route, if that is the primary concern,” Alistair persisted.


“Can you alter it to another county?” Miss Oldridge asked. “Somersetshire, for instance, where they have already despoiled the countryside with slag heaps?”


Alistair looked across the table at her, which he’d been trying not to do since first clapping eyes on her dinner attire.


Her dress was a cool lavender, when she ought to wear only warm, rich colors. It had a high neck and a lace ruffle to conceal the narrow bit of shoulder and neck the bodice left uncovered. Her glorious hair was stuffed any which way into a clumsy roll at the back of her head. For jewelry she wore a plain silver locket and chain.


Alistair wondered how she could look in her mirror without seeing the obvious: Every article with which she’d chosen to adorn her person was completely, absolutely, and irredeemably wrong. She must lack a faculty every other woman in the world possessed. He wondered if hers was a disorder akin to tone deafness, and his irritation with her was what a music lover would feel on hearing an instrument out of tune or a singer off-key.


He wanted to order her back to her room to dress properly, but he couldn’t, which was maddening.


This perhaps explained why he answered her in the tone and manner he usually reserved for irritating younger brothers.


He said, “Miss Oldridge, I hope you will permit me to correct a slight misapprehension. Canals do not produce slag heaps. Collieries produce slag heaps. At present, only Lord Gordmor is mining coal in your vicinity, and his collieries are nearly fifteen miles from here. The only landscape he is despoiling is his own, because the property is good for nothing else.”


“I should think he might graze sheep with less trouble and noise, and do as well,” she said.


“You are certainly entitled to entertain any fanciful notions you like,” Alistair said. “I should not wish to stifle an active imagination.”


Her eyes sparked, but Alistair smoothly addressed his host before she could retort. “We freely admit our motives to be selfish and practical,” he said. “The primary aim is a more efficient and cheaper means of transporting coal.”


Oldridge, engaged in distributing choice bits of fowl to daughter and guest, merely nodded.


“Lord Gordmor will then be able to bring the coal to more customers,” Alistair went on, “and sell it at a lower price. However, he and his customers aren’t the only ones who’ll profit. The canal will provide you and your neighbors easier access to more goods. Fragile items, traveling smoothly on water rather than bumping along rutted roads, will reach their destinations in one piece. You will have an economical means of conveying manure and agricultural produce to and from the various markets. In short, all in the Longledge environs, from landowner to laborer, will reap its benefits.”


“Lord Hargate has not spent much time at his country place of late, even when Parliament is not sitting,” Mr. Oldridge said. “Politics can be acutely demanding of the physical and mental faculties and wearing to the spirit. I hope he is well.”


“My father is quite well,” Alistair said. “I should make clear, however, that he is in no way involved in Lord Gordmor’s project.”


“I well remember the canal mania of the last century,” Oldridge said. “They built the Cromford Canal then, and commenced the Peak Forest. Mr. Carsington, may I press you to try a morsel of curry?”


Alistair was prepared to extol the benefits of Gordmor’s canal at length. Still, he was at dinner where, normally, one did not discuss business. He’d introduced the topic only because Miss Oldridge had suggested this would be his best opportunity to make his case.


It was not so hard to set aside business temporarily, however. Alistair was glad of the reminder to savor the food, which was far superior, in both variety and quality of preparation, to what one might reasonably expect so far from civilization.


The cook, clearly, was a treasure. Even the butler and footmen would have passed muster in any great London household, including Hargate House.


What a pity that a woman who otherwise staffed her house so well could not find a lady’s maid capable of preventing fashion atrocities.


“How did you come to be interested in canals?” Mr. Oldridge asked him. “Admittedly the engineering feats are fascinating. Yet you do not strike me as a Cambridge man.”


“Oxford,” Alistair said.


Of the two ancient universities, Cambridge was deemed to offer somewhat greater scope to those of a mathematical or scientific bent.


“Smith was self-taught, I believe,” his host said ruminatively. “What do you know of fossils?”


“Apart from the Oxford dons?” Alistair said.


He heard a strangled giggle and looked across the table, but not quickly enough.


Miss Oldridge wore a sober expression in keeping with her sober attire.


Her gaze shifted from her father to Alistair.


“Papa refers to Mr. William Smith’s Strata Identified by Organized Fossils,” she said. “Are you familiar with the work?”


“It sounds far too deep for me,” Alistair said, and watched her bite back a smile. She was not immune to feeble puns, then. “I’m no scholar.”


“But it concerns mineral deposits,” she said. “I should have thought …” Her brow wrinkled, much more prettily than her father’s did. “It must have been Mr. Smith’s geological map you used, then.”


“For the canal route?” Alistair said.


“To determine whether it was worthwhile to drill for coal in an area that is all but inaccessible.” She tipped her head to one side and studied Alistair as though he were a fossil in dire need of organizing. “England has coal nearly everywhere, but in some places it is difficult and prohibitively expensive either to get to or to transport,” she said. “You must have had good reason to believe the coal measures on Lord Gordmor’s property were worth so much effort. Or did you simply begin drilling, without considering the practicalities?”


“The Peak is known to be rich in mineral wealth,” Alistair said. “Lord Gordmor was bound to find something worth the trouble—lead, limestone, marble, coal.”


“Lord Gordmor? But did you not say you were a partner—‘acquainted with every detail,’ were your words, I think.”


“We’ve been partners since November,” he said. “He started the mining operation earlier, not long after returning from the Continent.”


The fact was, Gordmor had returned from war to find his finances in alarming disarray. He could not even afford the upkeep of his Northumberland estate. His bailiff had advised him to explore the Derbyshire property, and desperate, Gordy had drilled for coal.


Alistair, however, had no intention of disclosing his friend’s personal affairs to an inquisitive young lady—or anyone else for that matter.


“I see.” Miss Oldridge lowered her gaze to her plate. “Then you were both with the Duke of Wellington. But you’re the one who’s famous. Even here, in the wilds of Derbyshire, everyone has heard of you.”


Alistair’s face grew hot. He didn’t know whether she referred to Waterloo or the Episodes of Stupidity. Both matters were for the most part public knowledge, unfortunately. He ought to be indifferent by now to the spectacle of his past rearing its head, it happened so often. But he wasn’t indifferent, and he did wish the tales had not traveled quite so far.


“You bear a strong resemblance to Lord Hargate,” Mr. Oldridge said. “He has a great many sons, has he not?” Relieved at the turn of subject, Alistair admitted to having four brothers.


“Some will say that is not a great many,” Mr. Oldridge said. “Our unfortunate King has sired fifteen children.”


King George III had been for some years completely insane, and thus unfit to handle affairs of state. As a consequence, his eldest son—who, while not insane, would not win any prizes for rational behavior—currently reigned as Prince Regent.


“One might wish our unfortunate monarch had sired fewer children, of better quality,” Miss Oldridge said. “Lord and Lady Hargate produced only five boys—yet two are paragons, and one is a famous Waterloo hero. I daresay your younger brothers will prove themselves equally remarkable as they mature.”


“You seem to know a great deal about my family, Miss Oldridge,” Alistair said.


“As does everyone in Derbyshire,” she said. “Yours is one of the county’s oldest families. Your father is reputed to be the real power in the House of Lords. Your older brothers have involved themselves in several admirable causes. All the London papers provided extensive accounts of your battlefield exploits, and the local ones devoted oceans of ink to the subject. Even had I somehow contrived to miss your name in print, I could not remain in ignorance. For a time, you were mentioned in every letter I received from friends and family members in London.”


Alistair winced inwardly. He’d been involved in barely two days’ fighting. He’d been so raw it was a wonder he hadn’t shot his own nose off. Why the papers chose to lionize him was a mystery, and an infuriating one at that.


His leg commenced a set of spasms. “That is old news,” he said in the chilling drawl that always ended discussion of the subject.


“Not hereabouts,” Miss Oldridge said. “I recommend you prepare to endure the admiration of the population.” His frigid tone affected her not a whit. Her cheerful one put him on the alert.


He knew—better than many men, in fact—that a woman’s speech could be fraught with hidden meanings bearing no discernible resemblance to the spoken words. He did not always know what a woman meant, but he was usually aware that she meant more than she said, and that the “more” was, more often than not, trouble.


He sensed trouble at present, was aware it might at any moment spring out at him from the darkness of her mind, but couldn’t perceive what it was.


What he could perceive was her sad excuse for a coiffure coming apart. A cluster of coppery curls had fallen out of the roll and dangled at her neck. Atop her head, curls sprang out singly and in clumps. He watched her push one long tendril out of her face and behind her ear.
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