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  To John 




  PART ONE
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  Manchester 1819




  Nash first saw her as an apparition, a gilt London trinket set down by mistake at a dusty crossroads three miles north of town. A straw bonnet atop a traveling suit of thick French silk perched on the largest of those seven mismatched trunks he’d later had to find space for in his life. But on that odd, chill May afternoon, he’d needed to make room for them only in his wagon.




  “Lost your carriage, miss?”




  The green of her too-wide eyes seemed to drink him in, but the corner of her too-full lips puckered down. Did his coat not meet her standards? It was good Manchester cotton, but cut for comfort, not frills. Or was it his ill-behaved hair, far too curly for this humidity? He broke her gaze to check the skies. Rain, but a half-hour away yet. Served her right to get sodden through, if she looked so askance at a worthy mode of transport.




  “The letter said the stage should drop me here, and someone from the castle would fetch me.” She looked up the track, the document clutched in her glove, hope drooping like her forlorn skirt.




  That decided him. Fine-drawn females should not loiter in the fields alone, especially not in these times. “And here I am,” he said, casting a leg over the side of the wagon to climb down from its seat.




  She stood, an alert little rabbit, mouth twitching. Slimmer than he thought, and chin height at the most. “But you come from town,” she said.




  “Aye, and I’m not a fancy carriage, but I’m going the right direction. You’ve been waiting these five hours or more, if you took the daily coach. Shall I leave you, and trust someone else to divine your presence? Or do you dare take advantage of one of the few conveyances that can readily carry all this baggage?”




  She rocked back on her heels and swung her arms up. He was sure she was going to slap them onto her hips, but the lady’s training caught her, and she hesitated, dropping her hands into the pose of a prim schoolteacher instead. First point to her, then. He could fight fair.




  “How far to the castle?”




  “Straight, not three miles. In or out?”




  She released her hands with the same tiny gesture of surrender he’d seen French sailors use after he’d boarded their ship. Even score.




  She gave him wide berth, but wasn’t above taking one handle of the largest box. Together, they hefted it into the wagon, pushing his cargo to either side. The paper wrap had torn on one of the bolts of cloth, showing a swath of dark blue. She reached for it, stroking, as if she couldn’t help it.




  “Is this silk?”




  “Frenchie trade. Like what you’re wearing.”




  She snatched her hand away. “You sound as if you disapprove.”




  “Bad bargain on my part.” Nearly a fatal one, for his fledgling trading company. “Mancunians prefer local-made silks. And they’ll look sidewise at the likes of you, too, half-mourning or no. Is that all that’s in here?” He slapped a palm on the nearest trunk.




  “Everyone in Bath buys their fabrics from France. We’re not at war. And it’s better quality.”




  “You’re behind the times, miss. Manchester matches their best, and beats it.”




  “So says the man of sales.” She followed him to the front of the wagon and held her hand out for him to help her up to the bench. Then she saw the anger on his face, and put her hand on her chest instead.




  He forced his mouth into a grimace of a smile and willed his tone to be light. “I may be a lowly man of business, sure, but I also serve for a magistrate for this town. And I was born to Shaftsbury.”




  “Then it’s welcome home for you, as well.” She used the bench for a hand-hold, fortunately for him, as he was shocked to a standstill. He never called that bloody dungeon of a castle home. Why had he now? And what did she mean, “as well?” He didn’t know her, and she would be hard to forget. Before he’d gained his seat, she’d already changed the topic.




  “You are fortunate the Quinns will take your silks, then.”




  He tugged the reins a bit too hard, and his pair lurched into motion. Her shoulders swung back, her hands reaching past her hips to the wood of the seat to hold her steady. Served her right, her smelling like sunlight on grass, yet biting sharp as any asp.




  A gently bred lady, with no companion, traveling to Shaftsbury. He knew of no poor relations, in Bath nor any place else. She didn’t appear a lightskirt, not with those trunks. Nor a servant, with those cultured accents and pretty manners. Now she sat as if on a church pew, hands folded, yet her feet were braced wide, one on the side of the board, the other against his foot.




  “You’re the new housekeeper?”




  She glanced at him, eyes narrowed, mouth cool. “Shaftsbury lacks one?” But she quickly looked down at her gloved hands, one still mauling that letter of hers. He felt a bumpkin, snapping at some lost girl merely because he could not snap at those who better deserved it.




  “I’m sorry we haven’t been introduced. I’m Nash Quinn.”




  She looked up at him, eyes wide. Cat’s eyes, he decided, and the lips, turning up into the first smile he’d seen all day, a blooded rose.




  “I am so relieved. I mean, your face, your hands, your hair. Just like your father.” She stopped short, her smile falling away.




  Nash concentrated with effort on the too-familiar track. He couldn’t look at her. She’d thought him born on the wrong side of the blanket? Well, why wouldn’t she? An earl’s son in trade? It might have been better if he were a bastard.




  “You knew the old earl?”




  “I am sorry for your loss. He was a good man.” Her mellow alto softened further, as if she believed it.




  He might debate that, but for the moment he let it go. “How did you meet?”




  “He was my godfather. My name is Madeline Wetherby.”




  “The little lost Wetherby?” He’d heard vague tales whispered of a blond child spirited away in dark of night.




  “I could as easily call you the little lost Quinn. Your fa—” She stopped herself.




  “My father did.”




  “I apologize for my rudeness.”




  “You’d as well apologize for your dropped R’s and Southern speech. As well as your silks. You may have been born here, Miss Wetherby, but you don’t belong here.” Truly, on this cart, in this country, she looked as out of place as a dove at a cockfight.




  Trying not to look at her and failing, he couldn’t help but see the glint of moisture at the corner of her eye. He was a cad, just as his brother Deacon, the new earl, always said. “Don’t. You know you’ll need tannery skin to survive the castle.”




  “Your father was the one who wrote to tell me to come today. But he isn’t here.”




  “It’s him you’re mourning? Deacon will make you welcome, no doubt. He has to. This blasted affair, begging your pardon, it’s all for him. The grand summoning.”




  “How many are invited?” She pretended to flick a dust speck from her eye. He felt his chest ease.




  “Eight or ten, I believe. But it’s quality that counts. Well, nearly. The illustrious head of your house is expected, our Lord Wetherby.”




  He couldn’t pretend not to hear her gasp, or see her shoulders hunch, as if warding off a blow. “Not a favorite, Miss Wetherby? Can’t say I like him, either. But he’s Deacon’s best beau, so fair warning.”




  “Your own speech is an interesting combination of cant and King’s English.”




  He snorted. “It’s not me you’re wanting to fight, little lost Wetherby.”




  She pursed her lips. “My shining knight in dull loom-spun.”




  All he could come up with was a repetition. “Save it for the castle.”




  Point and match to the lady.




  * * * *




  Madeline Wetherby refused to admit the idea that this might not be the happiest day of her life. Wasn’t she here, in the storied Shaftsbury Castle, in the finest guest bedroom in the family wing? Hadn’t the butler assured her that she was, indeed, expected? And didn’t his master’s letter promise her the world—or at least a decent family to belong to, at long last.




  But thus far, nothing had gone to plan. The coach trip had taken more than the extra day she had allotted, her note confirming her arrival seemed to have gone astray, and Lady Shaftsbury was too busy preparing for supper to greet her. And here was Nash Quinn, safe and sound, not lost to the sea after all. Surely Lord Shaftsbury would have mentioned that piece of news.




  Still, Maddie forced her face into a serene lady’s mask even as the poor maid labored to smooth out the tangles in her hair. What could account for the queasiness in her middle? Could there be such a thing as too much happiness? The cold stone air of the castle sidled under the flush of her overtired skin, and she found she wanted everything over and done. The smiling, the shouts of pleasure, even the meal, though she hadn’t eaten anything since morning.




  And then tomorrow—tomorrow she would have a place, and a purpose, and the rest of her life secure. No more guessing what would please her betters. They would have to guess what would please her.




  She shivered. The worry was worse than the thing itself, Headmistress Marsden always said. The north wind rattled the window’s panes as it passed into the chamber. The butler had assured her the new silk curtains, Mr. Nash’s delivery, would be up by nightfall.




  What did that Nash Quinn mean—she had to be tanned leather to withstand the castle? Perhaps it was to guard against the chill; it couldn’t mean to withstand the company. Though it might well hold true for him, the prodigal son. Not for her, though. Lord Shaftsbury had promised.




  She stood and took a last look in the dressing-room glass. The gray of half-mourning suited her better than unrelieved black, her color was high, and the maid had managed to collect her hair into a properly missish shape. Maddie nodded her thanks, reached for her shawl, and took herself out into the hall. She stepped purposefully through a minor labyrinth of rough-hewn stairs to the door of what the butler called the receiving room.




  Mr. Quinn paced outside the door, pulling at his cuffs. He looked almost guilty, as if she’d caught him doing something he oughtn’t. His odd smile disarmed her.




  “No nerves?”




  He appeared the prosperous merchant, in charcoal trousers, a maroon silken coat over a simple buff shirt and classic cravat. Though they hadn’t started so well, it set her heart at ease a bit to see a somewhat familiar face.




  “Perhaps,” she said.




  “I know the feeling. But quickest started is soonest ended. What? Did I murder the line?”




  “Not at all. I have a friend who is always saying that.” She accepted his bow and his hand, so still against her own palm’s buzzing blood.




  She nodded, and at his signal the underservant opened the door for them. Maddie steeled her shoulders and stepped into her future.




  The room, though, seemed to thrust her into the past. Gothic in its proportions and furnishings, its high post-and-panel ceiling dwarfed the two sets of people present. Dozens of wax candles fought the gloom to a draw. Even the tall windows gave no light. A storm was coming in.




  “Mama first, or Deacon?” He smiled down at her as if he’d known her all his life.




  Maddie released her death-grip on his hand, sheepish, but he did not release her entirely. “Lady Shaftsbury, if you please.”




  But before they had taken more than a few steps across the theater-sized chamber toward the corner where a proper lady was holding court, a tall bit of flash and finery sauntered up to intercept them.




  Mr. Quinn stopped, making the man come to them. “The golden boy.”




  “The prodigal son.” Deacon Quinn, eighth earl of Shaftsbury, shimmered in a closely tailored suit coat of gold shot with silver. Fine china, much too great for daily use.




  “I see we’re out of mourning.”




  “Oh, I couldn’t wear that travail one more minute.” He turned away from them, his arm sweeping the room. “Look, everyone. Even sober Nash has brought a gift.”




  “She’s no gift. She’s an invited guest. Same as all of us.”




  The new earl, or rather Lord Shaftsbury, turned his gold-flecked gaze back to her. “Have we been introduced?”




  Maddie stilled the hornet’s nest under her corset, and spoke as carefully and clearly as headmistress Marsden had taught her. “Small wonder my face is unfamiliar, My Lord. I last saw you when I was but four years old.”




  “Oooh, a mystery. Can you solve it, fair Ellspeth?” The flame of the earl’s personality, or perhaps the lilt of his voice, had drawn a young miss to his side. Spectacled and tightly ringletted, she pursed her mouth in pretty confusion. The earl’s gaze slid toward the rafters, as if he were trying to pull a memory from the shadows.




  “Stubble it, Deacon.” The cobalt blue of Mr. Quinn’s eyes darkened as he bit out the words.




  “Temper, temper. You’ve made me lose my train of thought. It’s no good; we’ll simply have to begin again. Do me the honor, dear brother?”




  Mr. Quinn skipped the first part of the introduction. “Deacon, this is Miss Madeline Wetherby.”




  “Wetherby? Not the little lost Wetherby? A capital gift, indeed, on the occasion of my majority.” He paid her a most courtly bow, leavened by an infectious grin as lopsided as his brother’s.




  She matched with a deep curtsey, and a tentative smile of her own. She wasn’t sure how to take this overgrown puppy of an earl. “I regret that your father didn’t live to see this day.”




  “Why? His departure is the very reason we can celebrate. I was a grave disappointment to him, you know, and everyone knew not to mention Nash’s name.”




  The man beside her growled.




  Lord Shaftsbury shrugged his slender shoulder. “Tell me you’ve changed your mind about the old sod now he’s in the ground. Of course not. But enough about Nash; he’s forever interrupting. Tell me, my angel, how you come to join us tonight?”




  A stone seemed to lodge in her throat. He couldn’t be serious. “You jest with me, my lord?”




  The girl, Ellspeth, tittered, and Lord Shafsbury gave her a wink. “Just this once, no, m’dear. Clear up this mystery for us, tout de suite, if you please.”




  Did they really wish to play this scene as farce? The floor seemed to slide away under her. But she bent her knees and stood her ground. “Of course. I see. I was summoned—”




  “A summons from a ghost. Familiar tale, indeed.” He nodded at Ellspeth, who nodded double-time back, an eager mimic.




  “Let her finish,” interrupted Mr. Quinn.




  “Pax, Nash. You were summoned?”




  “To fulfill the contract.”




  Deacon’s agile face stilled in expectation, eyebrows up. Even Mr. Quinn looked puzzled. Ellspeth had frozen mid-smirk. Everyone seemed to be waiting for a cue.




  “Contract?” Mr. Quinn was the first to recover.




  “Of marriage. To you.” Finally saying the words, and hearing them aloud, Maddie felt the ground firm up beneath her.




  But her announcement seemed to take all the wind from pretty Miss Ellspeth’s sails.




  She fainted dead away.
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  Deacon and Miss Wetherby prowled the old earl’s estate office like caged tigers. Nash closed the door, caging them further but at least dampening the din from the hall and the opportunity for prying ears. The click of the latch set Deacon off.




  “I should have you both tossed out,” he said, sweeping his gaze wide to include both the lady by the bare bookshelves and Nash on the other side of the room. Then he clapped his hands together, face alight. “But by god, what a show! Have any more surprises planned?”




  “I should hope not.” The lady’s skin shimmered, as if the muscles underneath were trying to rebel and being clamped down at the last moment. Nash moved toward her, unaccountably wanting to lay a hand on her shoulder, but held back. You didn’t treat a lady as you would a spooked mare, even if she might benefit from a gentling. Especially then.




  She shot away from him anyway, stopping near the night-dark windows. The rain had started in earnest, he saw in her wavering reflection.




  Deacon paced to the desk, and then turned back to Nash. “Brilliant. I would never have thought of it. Do you think Ellspeth will cede the field now? Bad form not to, really.”




  The lady shuddered.




  Nash fought the unexpected urge to comfort her. He was just as puzzled by her outburst as Deacon. Unlike his brother, though, he’d seen the flash of shock at Deacon’s reception of her news.




  She had expected to be welcomed.




  Almost without realizing it, he was closer to her, within arm’s reach. “You thought we would all know, didn’t you?”




  Deacon prattled on. “Come, come now, spill. You know you can’t keep a secret, Nash.”




  “Bollocks. And I’m no part of this.”




  “What can you mean? Wait. Little lost Wetherby, are you in league with your uncle? This smells of his doing.” Deacon’s light tone darkened. “It’s far too jocular for something my dear brother would do.”




  She snapped around to stare at him. “Absolutely not.”




  Deacon at last turned to look at her. His eyes widened, finally catching on. “You were serious?” He collapsed into the chair in front of the desk




  “Pray, sit,” Miss Wetherby said acidly.




  Nash took his father’s chair, realizing at the last moment that it swiveled. He braced his palms on the cleared expanse of the writing surface to steady himself. He rather liked this view of his brother, bewildered and in the beggar’s seat. But Deacon was old news; the lady was the draw. With a raised eyebrow and a slight dip of his head, he directed her to the chair beside Deacon. She took the hint, stepping directly in front of it and sinking down slowly and so neatly she did not need the arms to support her. A lady, to the bone.




  Deacon sat, hands twitching but mouth closed, his current of words at a brief ebb. Nash cleared his throat. They both looked up to him, Miss Wetherby in wariness, Deacon in supplication. He liked this power, too, and chose to use it on the lady first.




  “Who sent you?”




  “Your father.” Her words cast a chill across the room.




  “Merciful heavens.” Deacon slouched in the seat, throwing an arm up, as if pleading with his god. “The man reaches out from his grave to direct our lives.”




  Nash waved his hand, distracting his brother and cutting the rant short. “Explain, please, Miss Wetherby.”




  She centered her round-eyed gaze on Deacon, who seemed to be staring at the ceiling. “We entered into a contract, sir, of marriage. I saw some papers, a draft. I was given to understand that you had promised, as well.”




  Lord Shaftsbury launched forward and slapped his hand onto his knee with a sound crack. She flinched as if it had been a physical blow. “I did no such thing. The man who promised you was already married.”




  “Not to him. He promised me to you. That is what I have been in training for all these years.”




  “I can’t believe my father trained up another tyrant to replace him when he shuffled off. You, ma’am, are no lady.”




  Miss Wetherby closed her eyes, drawing in a breath as if containing her temper against the ranting of a child. “Who made the agreement is not my concern. I merely seek to honor it.”




  “You mean, you did not agree, either? That’s rich. Two unhappy souls bound for eternity.”




  “Hold fast.” Nash tried to regain the line of his thinking. “What do you mean, in training?”




  She answered, again not taking her eyes from Deacon. “I’m to be your complement. I know the crops your tenants raise, and how they remedied the blight from aught nine. I can explain why the irrigation routes on your back twenty look askew but do, in fact, work. I’ve kept the books for Miss Marsden’s Academy, including tenants, sharecroppers, and charity payments. I acted as chatelaine these past three years. And I’ve studied the history and maintenance records of Shaftsbury, as well as your places in London and the estate in Scotland.”




  Deacon sighed theatrically. “I suppose you’ve got my maiden speech in Lords written up, as well.”




  Though her jaw shut tight, her feline eyes started to moisten. She was as much the victim as they were. Perhaps more.




  She must have believed his father, the old tyrant. Must have thought he had her interests at heart. She was wrong. They all were.




  This time the breath she took in shook her shoulders, breaking training. “Do you wish to read the agreement? I have the letters in my trunk.”




  “She has it in writing.” At Deacon’s mocking tone, she narrowed her eyes.




  “What do you know of contracts?”




  “Nothing. He’s the expert, ask him.” Deacon looked to Nash for support.




  Nash leaned back, careful not to swivel, and steepled his hands. “He knows as much about business as he does estate management.” Irresponsible sot.




  “That’s not fair.” Deacon’s puppy eyes had long lost their powers over Nash.




  Miss Wetherby appeared equally unaffected. “I have a contract with this family, with this estate. I have honored that agreement through my actions over these past six years. I have trained, worked, and waited. I have done my part. I expect you to do yours. As a gentleman.” She shifted back, not crossing her arms but somehow giving the impression she had.




  Deacon dropped the soulful look. “Don’t know many gentlemen then, do you?”




  “Stow it, Deacon. Miss Wetherby, we will need to look at your correspondence, yes. I assume you have no formal, notarized, contract?”




  “But he promised.” She worried at her bottom lip a moment, then a thought seemed to accost her “You believe I lie?”




  “Do you blame us? You reappear, claiming to be a long-lost neighbor. The only person you claim to know is safely deceased.”




  “Your butler knew to expect me. And Mr. Perkins.”




  Deacon sighed, a shade less theatrically. “Perkins. Where is the man?”




  “You dismissed him, remember? Said he smelled of the old earl.”




  “And so he did.”




  “But he apparently informed Emmett of Miss Wetherby’s arrival on his way out the door.”




  She nodded. “He wrote to me for the details of my travel.”




  “Funny that he never spoke of it to me.” Judging by the lady’s moue of displeasure, she did not find it so.




  “Deacon, think. Where would the old codger have kept such correspondence? You wrote him, as well, I expect.”




  “Dashed if I know.”




  This room was floor to ceiling bookshelves, like the library, but here the shelves were mainly bare. His father preferred to work in a Spartan office. To preserve his ideas of lineage and family pride, though, he had the family ledgers made up in beautiful bindings, neatly arrayed on the first two rows of shelves. He kept the family Bible here, too, with its record of births and deaths and families of origin. If only he had arranged his correspondence as neatly.




  When Shaftsbury had died of sudden apoplexy, his desk had been a solid mound of correspondence. Only he and poor Perkins knew the method of it, and Perkins had taken that knowledge with him.




  Nash pulled out the top drawer at the side of the desk. The quarterly books, half-completed, in their nude state before binding. Middle drawer appeared to be for dog toys. They had not had a hound in the house for years.




  Deacon rose and drifted to the bookshelves. He ran his hand across the open page of the Bible, and turned to the flyleaf. “I’m still blessedly unattached on the family tree, thank heavens. And how on earth did my pater come to choose you?”




  “You chose me, he said. You told him once that you loved me.”




  “When you were four.”




  “I believe you were eight at the time. I was not yet four.”




  Deacon tapped a finger on his cheekbone. “Eight years old. In the summer?”




  In the bottom drawer, Nash found dozens of bundles of letters, each tied with string. He pulled them all out, making a paper dune on the surface of the desk.




  “I remember now.” Deacon clapped his hands, as if delightfully surprised by a cake made just for him. “The little heiress, all dimples and curls. An angel. But your hair was gossamer. Now it’s mouse.”




  “The winds of time change us all, my lord.”




  “A fallen angel then. But you’re still an heiress?”




  “Deacon.” Nash shot him a glare.




  His brother raised both eyebrows. “What? Isn’t that part of the contract?”




  She shook her head. “I’ve nothing but the interest on two thousand pounds. Your father said I’d no need of anything but pin money as he’d provided me a husband.” Deacon crossed his arms.




  Most of the old earl’s correspondents franked their letters. Nash quickly put those aside to his left, as a girl at boarding school was unlikely to have a peer to frank her correspondence for her. But one such package caught his eye, anyway, as it was in his mother’s spidery copperplate. He set those to his right. Another set traveled under military seal.




  “Who did the old man know from the Navy?”




  “Just you.” Deacon drew closer to the desk. “Good lord. Did he write everyone in the kingdom?”




  Miss Wetherby rose, as well. “Perhaps I might assist.”




  “You would know your own hand, I trust.” Deacon flinched away as she neared. Nash pushed half the remaining stack toward her. She reached for the top set.




  “It’s no good. It will never do.” Deacon shook his head. “If father orders it from beyond the grave, even if his ghost takes to haunting me in my sleep, I’ll not marry you. That is the good part of being the earl.”




  “You cannot mean it.” She dropped the pages and turned to look at him.




  “I damned well mean it.”




  She drew her spine taut. “What will happen to me?” Deacon said nothing. “You would throw me into the streets?”




  “Don’t be hysterical.”




  “Why not?” Her voice cracked on the words.




  “You’ll return to the bosom of your family, none the worse for wear. We’ll find you a chaperone somewhere. No one will be the wiser.”




  “The bosom of my family is a crypt.” She sagged, leaning back on the table for support.




  “Unfortunate. We’ll send some blankets along.”




  “I wish your father were here.”




  “Be glad he’s not, or we wouldn’t be having even this civil a conversation.”




  “If your—if the previous earl had not passed away, would we even be having this discussion?”




  He grimaced. “Likely not. But he’s not, is he? Wait, hear me out. The earl—the old earl—ruled over us. Reigned, is better. An old-fashioned despotism. We could not question an edict, much less quarrel with one.”




  “Mr. Quinn did not quarrel?”




  “Mr. Quinn,” his voice dripped sarcasm, “ran away.”




  “So now you are free of your despot. Now you are king.”




  “Right. It’s six months on, nearly, we’re finally out of our black, most of us anyway, and we’re dashed well enjoying our liberty.”




  “And the king is responsible for his kingdom.”




  “Responsible? I try not to think on it.”




  “And as earl, you maintain your properties and meet everyone’s expectations of you, all your promises.”




  “Heavens, no.”




  “Because you are no longer merely responsible for yourself, but for your grieving mother, your workers, your staff.”




  “Mama takes care of all that.”




  “For the moment.”




  “You morbid little thing. Don’t you threaten Mama. She won’t have it.”




  Nash looked up. She had her back to him, fists on hips.




  Deacon sat unmoving, staring at her as if she were Medusa in the flesh. “I’ve found them.”
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  Even Maddie’s plan to take a moment’s solace in the bedroom while she retrieved her side of the correspondence was thwarted. Three underbutlers stood on chairs by the windows, under the direction of a fourth, hanging a familiar shade of silk. The old curtains, perfectly fine to her eyes, lay across the bed.




  Her trunks also had been brought up, and two maids were unpacking, unfolding, and unraveling the lot of it. For a moment, she thought to tell them not to bother. She and her baggage might well be tossed out on the morrow.




  But the longer it took the maids to pack it all up again, the longer she would need to stay here—and the more time she had to argue that she should stay forever.




  Of all the scenes she had pictured in her dreams, all the conversations, all the visions of their first fateful meeting, she had never, ever considered that the new Lord Shaftsbury would have no idea of her at all. How could it be possible, when nearly all her thoughts revolved around him? It didn’t seem fair, or right.




  The trunk with her books and papers sat beside a dainty writing desk. She sank onto its matching chair and pushed the lid open. The bundle of letters, too big now to squeeze into her Psalter, lay under her books and before her music in a browned paper folder marked Accounts. She found it in seconds, but continued to lean down, pretending to rummage among her things. A tear fell on the missal, quickly wiped away. She would not cry. She could still make a success of this and it wouldn’t do to fall apart in front of the help.




  It took only a moment to gather herself back into order, if not ladylike serenity. She sat up, careful to avoid looking into the dresser mirror or at the window’s reflection. She didn’t quite trust her quickly found balance.




  She had been holding this same folder the last time she’d seen the seventh earl of Shaftsbury, in Miss Marsden’s parlor in Bath. That time it had held duplicates of the castle’s accounts, carefully copied and with annotations. In previous years, it carried Latin exercises, history recitations, and, once, a poem to his honor.




  Each year, usually the end of spring, she would present herself, surprised all over again at his attention. He had an old relation in Bath, he said, but he also wanted to see how she was getting on.




  Each year, in her terror of not pleasing him, she would picture him an ogre, as stern and solemn as his letters. But when he appeared among the china and lacework in the parlor, he always looked more the squire than an earl, in dark clothes and sensible shoes. He was her first crush, and she dreaded that he would ever find out. Nash Quinn shared his square jaw and darkly handsome look; Deacon Quinn seemed fairy-born in comparison.




  And, like his second-born son appeared to be, the seventh Lord Shaftsbury was nothing if not decisive.




  “See here, Miss Madeline. You’re old enough to be leaving school, but my little toad isn’t ready for you yet. So my question for you is can you stand to stay here another three years, or shall we find a new occupation for you?”




  Maddie had had to sit at that question. She was all of sixteen, and no one had ever asked her what she wanted to do before. “What choice do I have?”




  “Stay here and Miss Marsden tells me she will let you continue to teach the young-formers. I’d have you pick up a bit more mathematics and the like, if you can find a suitable tutor. You’ll receive your stipend directly, most of which will still go for room and board, but you’ll be the mistress of the rest.” He tilted his head, gazing steadily at her. What did he see? “That’s one possibility. Another is you could travel, to Europe for example. Get yourself enrolled at university. Girls can do that there, did you know? Third, hire yourself out as a lady’s companion. Trouble with that is you’ll need to quit in a couple years to come back home.”




  “Back home? To Bath?”




  “Shaftsbury. To marry the viscount.”




  “The viscount?” She couldn’t hide the shock in her voice. Sure, she been training to run an estate, but as a housekeeper, or perhaps the steward’s wife.




  “Aye. It’s a debt of honor, you know. Deacon saved your life.”




  She had no memory of it. “I thought you did that.”




  “On his instruction, so to speak.”




  Maddie was ashamed to remember how the thought someone would want to save her went beyond her understanding.




  “No need to become maudlin, girl. You have grown up quite acceptably, by your own report as well as that of Miss Marsden’s. You’ll do.”




  “I don’t understand.”




  “Deacon is no prize, see, but you’ll have him well in hand in no time. And there are clothes presses full of benefits to being a countess. Problem is, you’re ready now but he won’t be for at least three years. We’ll do the deal in ’19. He’ll be twenty-five that spring. You come up then. Perkins will send you the details. So what do you say?”




  Maddie never was a quick study, and he’d just foretold for her an unexpected and wondrous future. Had she had leisure to decide, she might have chosen to travel. She had always wanted to search for Troy.




  “I am betrothed?”




  “Just so. You must act like you are, of course. No men on the side, if you know what I mean. And keep up your studies. The estate depends on you. You do wish to be part of the family?”




  Through the long years since that meeting, there was nothing she wished more. Nothing she wouldn’t do, and nothing she wouldn’t learn, even including the common illnesses of sheep. She had lost her own family like a quick tear in a bag of apples, the sole survivor of a winter carriage accident. No provision had been made for her in her father’s will—who thinks to change the will when a girl is three and her father a mere twenty-eight?




  She owed the Quinns her new life and the promise of truly being part of their family—forever—stole her breath away whenever she thought on it too long.




  Girls at school had complained, even whined, about their families and then happily went home for the holidays. She acted the good girl always, and never was allowed back home. But the earl’s promise had changed everything.




  She had dreamed of Shaftsbury castle. She’d memorized the floor plan, as well as the names of the surrounding villages and towns, even the waterways, hills, and mountains. She’d forced her mind to fathom accounting instead of the music that it loved. She’d learned about corn, and cows, and taxation.




  And in the end, all she had done was for naught—because once again, a man had died and left poor instructions.




  Suddenly, she realized she’d left herself open to ruin, as well. Here she was, alone and unchaperoned, in this towering wreck of a house. If she did not marry, she’d be seen as a lightskirt by anyone who mattered.




  Perhaps a male might escape it, as Nash Quinn had. A grown female who left here alone was ruined, and one who stayed was ruined, as well. And a female who was rejected was ruined. Simply being a female seemed guaranteed to lead to ruin.




  Who else would want a lady who knew everything about Shaftsbury, and nowhere else? Who couldn’t sew a proper sampler? Who read Latin but couldn’t make her hair bundle itself neatly? And who had few relations and precious little money to her name?




  She must make this work. She must convince this flighty new earl to keep his family’s promise. Surely he would do his duty.




  Maddie closed the trunk lid and pushed back the chair. She stood on jellied legs, willing her spine to firm. Grinding her jaw, she headed back into the lion’s den.




  * * * *




  Discovering a small bottle of rum in the bottom-most desk drawer, Nash took a swig. “This is all the earl’s doing.”




  “I’m the earl, boy,” Deacon growled in a fair, if higher-pitched, mimicking of their father. “And hand that bottle over.” Draped against the back of the chair, legs outstretched, he took a longer draft, and then lurched up, sputtering.




  “Is this Navy swill? It’s undrinkable.”




  “Give it back then. I’ve had worse.”




  Instead, Deacon tried a smaller sip, to the same effect, and reluctantly gave up the bottle. “S’wounds! I see it now. The old toad did set this up. He used to say, ‘You’ll marry at twenty-five, boy, and give me a son by twenty-eight.’ Think the lady has the same deadline?”




  “Expect so.”




  “But why hasn’t Wetherby said anything about it? He has plenty to say on most everything else. His own niece.”




  Cecil Lowe, the Viscount Wetherby, had stepped into the breach left by their father’s death, but he was a piss-poor mentor to the new one. Nash wondered why. The old man had never cared for Wetherby. “We’ll know soon enough. The sot must be coming tonight.”




  “He likes you. But he told me yesterday he had a score to settle up north somewhere. Something about the quality of the help. Sometimes, I think he brings it on himself.”




  At least Deacon did not subscribe to all Wetherby’s failings. Wetherby was a beautiful creature and nice in manner, but a menace to his tenants and a danger to the well-being of his estates. That’s what comes when the second son inherits, his father would have said. Nash, also a second son, bristled, just as his father always intended. “You know they never can control their passions,” the old man would say, another twist of the blade.




  Deacon fell back against the chair. Nash would never have dreamed of sitting so slack in his father’s presence. He wondered if he could do it even now. “This started out so well. I thought she was with you. You need a soft hand and tender heart to look after you.”




  That was the last thing Nash needed.




  Deacon draped a hand over his brows. “Let’s just hand her over to Wetherby. He’ll have to take her, family obligation and all.”




  “Wetherby’s no good. What would he do with a young miss?”




  “You, then. She says she knows book-keeping. You might hire her, and give me my Perkins back.”




  “You made him cry.”




  “I’m sure you’ve toughened him up by now. Or living in that sooted-up town has.” At the sound of the door opening, Deacon turned his head. “Just such a good citizen appears. Evening, Heywood.”




  “My daughter has the vapors, your mother is at her most shrill, and Cook is raging that our seating is delayed. Sounds like I missed the party.” William Heywood, the family barrister, took up the chair that Miss Wetherby had earlier graced.




  “Another ghost from the past.” Deacon raised his glass to the man. “Shall others appear? The weather is appropriate enough.”




  “A promise is a promise. Especially to your father, may he rest in peace.”




  “If only he would. Ellspeth is on the mend?” Deacon couldn’t have sounded less interested.




  “I expect so. But she’s taken some sort of fright, and won’t be down for supper.”




  “So we’re odd-numbered at table. No wonder Mama is agog.”




  “Should be even enough. Wetherby rode in just ahead of me.” Heywood shook his head, spreading rainwater from his sideburns across his lap. “The man’s a menace. Filling the generals’ ears with imaginary terrors.” He looked at Nash. “And you are not much better.”




  “I am fomenting riot?” Then Nash remembered. A magistrate’s meeting had been called for this afternoon. But a mislaid shipment of cotton had nearly stalled production at Malbanks mill, and he’d had to scramble to make good. He couldn’t afford to lose a single customer in this economy. He had completely forgotten the meeting.




  “Your voice was sorely missed. Is that brandy?” Heywood looked at the bottle hopefully.




  Nash handed him the bottle and another glass from the drawer. “Piss water. So, they agreed to solicit for special constables?”




  “A new army?” Deacon’s delight did not spread to the others.




  “As if a collection of rabid innkeepers and shop owners can keep the peace,” Heywood said. “On horses, no less.”




  “Stupid enough,” Nash agreed, “and dangerous. But I doubt it was such an even polling that my voice would have made a difference.”




  “You carry more influence than you think. Damn, this is pig swill.” Heywood drained the glass but didn’t pour another.




  “Don’t worry. Mama serves better at table.”




  “Thank you for that, my young lord. No, the bill you would have prevented, Nash my boy, is the ban on singing.”




  Deacon laughed. “Too many flat sopranos at church?”




  “No, the cathedrals are safe, for the moment. But anyone out in the streets who engages in ‘debauched’ singing is fair game.”




  “Pray, how does one debauch a song?” Deacon said.




  “Deliver it with an ironical tone. Or change the words to call for reform.”




  Nash snorted. “Now I’m doubly sorry I failed to remember. They’ve gone far enough. I won’t miss any more meetings.”




  “I made sure of it. I named you to our new select committee. After Oldham, we need a tight group that can act fast and see sense. You’re the new committee secretary, boy, so you’d damned well better be there.”




  “Our Nash, a politico?” Deacon fanned his face. “But won’t they eat him? He’s only been in the town for two years.”




  “Long enough,” Nash growled. “And by the way, how are you managing with the estates?”




  “And how is that fine French silk of yours selling? Mama says we might all be wearing mauve this season, thanks to you.”




  “Boys, boys,” Heywood waved a hand. “Don’t dirty your outfits before the party.”




  A servant announced that supper was served. Nash jumped up to help Heywood rise from the chair. “This new girl. Did she collapse as well, or will I see her at supper?”




  Deacon waved his hand. “It’s nothing. Just some scarecrow my pater fixed on to set me on the marrying path.”




  “Homely, then? Ellspeth shouldn’t mind that.”




  “Rather lovely, in fact, in the Saxon way,” Deacon said.




  “And she’s a complete stranger?”




  “Not exactly.” Nash held the door to let the older man pass. “She’s a Wetherby.”




  Heywood stopped cold. “Not the Wetherby chit. I thought your father had forgotten her years ago. The idiocy of the peerage is only overshadowed by the idiocy of the people.”




  “You know her?”




  “We’ll see soon enough.”




  * * * *




  “Is that the correspondence?”




  Mr. Quinn’s voice, echoing down the receiving room, did not sound ill. His face expressed irritation, perhaps, but not hostility. But Maddie reacted to his question with a lurch in her chest.




  “May I have them?” He held out his hand.




  She clutched the letters tighter. “Will they be safe?”




  “To be sure.” This time, his odd smile did not relieve her.




  “These letters are everything to me.”




  “I do understand, Miss Wetherby. And we share an aim—we would both see my brother wed and the estate under better management. But if it will put your mind at ease I give you my word: No harm will come to them.”




  She willed herself to meet his reach and loosened her fingertips, one by one, to give them over. She knew it wasn’t true, but it felt as if she were giving away the former earl’s friendship into the hands of others who might not treasure it as she did. But that was nonsense. Hadn’t she nearly memorized their contents? And wasn’t friendship in the heart, not on flimsy pages?




  When he took them from her she felt a whisper of relief. At last, she wasn’t carrying this weight alone. But when he handed them directly to the butler, she thought she might faint.




  “Don’t look so frightened. They’ll be safer in the library. No crumbs.”




  She stared at him, startled. A joke? His smile lifted a bit higher on the right than the left. She tried to match it, but her lips were less biddable than her fingers.




  He’d met her at the door as she re-entered the reception room. This time, she took in more of the furnishings, as well as the people. Fragile Louis XIV settees fought for purchase on the medieval slate floor, while drapery twice as long as her bed tried to tame the windows, if not the stormy dark beyond. Wax candles on nearly every surface succeeded at holding the night at bay, at least in the lower half of the room.




  Two older men in addition to the golden-haired Lord Shaftsbury flanked a petite, ornamented dumpling of good breeding. None wore even the ghost of a smile. This was worse than the interview at the agricultural college.




  Mr. Quinn must have sensed her anxiety, for he took her arm to draw her toward the fireplace. The simple gesture somehow calmed her, and her small smile of greeting was genuine.




  The lady before her matched her affect. Lady Shaftsbury was blond like her eldest son, and blue-eyed, but the children must have come by their length of limb from their father’s family, for she was as tiny as a second-form girl.




  “Miss Wetherby, I am delighted to meet you.” At Maddie’s look of surprise, she continued. “We thought you were dead, didn’t we?”




  Maddie could only stare at her. Lord Shaftsbury trilled a laugh, breaking her stupor. She quickly made her curtsey, but her conversation lagged. “Dead?” she managed to croak out.




  “George had stopped speaking of you, you know, and he didn’t mention it on his deathbed.”




  “But he did speak to you of it.” Did Mr. Quinn’s warm baritone hold a trace of irritation?




  “It was so long ago, dear. Deacon was away at school, so at least five years now.”




  “And what did he say, Mama?” Lord Shaftsbury sounded almost interested.




  “Oh, ‘the young Wetherby’ this, ‘the young Wetherby’ that, that sort of thing.”




  “Nothing about this plan?” Mr. Quinn had voiced Maddie’s question aloud.




  “He would never share his plans with me. He had his dratted will for that.” Her eyes darkened for a moment, and then she seemed to recover herself. “You’re a lovely thing. Introductions? Here is William Heywood, the oldest friend of our bereaved family. Oldest living, that is. And of course you know your uncle. You must be so eager to reacquaint yourselves.”




  If Lord Shaftsbury was a golden child, all blond and blue eyed, Lord Wetherby, was his dark doppelganger, with his Byronic locks and nearly black eyes. And where the earl might be mistaken for a puppy, this man would never stoop to such playfulness. He was not as toweringly tall as she remembered, but the rest was the same. Maddie’s hand went to her throat, touching the gold-bead necklace she always wore. A gift from her father, she had had to have it extended as she grew. Her pulse raced under her skin at the hollow of her neck.




  The man nodded gracefully but slightly, his thin lips pursed in the perfect aristocratic bow. Maddie executed a fully proper curtsey. As she sank down, she imagined how a knight must feel kneeling before his liege lord, exposing his neck for praise or death. Her uncle appeared the ultimate gentleman, but her senses were on fire with fear. Why on earth was she being so fanciful?




  “Little Maddie. How you’ve grown.”




  His mild words shot through her veins like poison.




  Heat flooded Maddie’s face, as if all her blood had fled to the top of her head. Just as fast, it was gone, leaving her eyes out of focus and her head too light. She fought for balance, swaying slightly. “Uncle.”




  She felt the disapproval of his gaze. Panic nearly overwhelmed her, weighting her legs down with lead. He couldn’t hurt her now, here, could he?




  Lady Shaftsbury clapped twice. “Let us go in, now we are all here.” She held her arm to Mr. Heywood.




  Lord Shaftsbury took her uncle’s arm, leaving Mr. Quinn to escort her. “You make quite the impression on your little niece.”




  “She always was a timid little mouse,” drawled the dark man.




  * * * *




  Nash had never seen such a deadly reaction to the fop that was Lord Wetherby. By the time they reached the hall, Miss Wetherby could barely stand.




  Nash bid her sit in one of the seats for the older footman. “You’re choking your air.”




  “What is that?” she choked out.




  “Trouble breathing. Lean as forward as you can.” Louder, he said, “Dashed corsets. I don’t know why you women insist on strapping yourselves like sausages.”




  He told the nearest footman to fetch a glass of water. Crouching down beside the chair, he took her wrist as if to take her pulse. He knew already from the flush on her face and upper chest it was racing. Instead, he used his thumb to brush the pulse point at her wrist. She jerked back, her gaze flashing to his. But soon enough, the tension in the corners of her mouth eased, and she could sit without swaying. She pulled her hand away with a sniff, a sure sign she was returning to form.




  She closed her eyes and took a slow breath. “I apologize, Mr. Quinn. I’m fine, truly. It’s been a long trip, and I’ve thought about—dreamt about—this meeting for so long that when it happened I was overcome. That and the trouble with Lord Shaftsbury. And everything so muddled.”




  It sounded plausible, but it was not true. He felt it.




  “Miss Wetherby, a mouse?”




  She didn’t open her eyes. “I was the one who had to chase the mouse out of the girls’ room at school. But he’s right. I’ve always been frightened of him.”




  “Fear doesn’t need to be rational to be real.” He heard his mother’s voice ordering people about in the dining room and frowned. “Perhaps it was the corset.”




  She rose carefully. “We mustn’t dally.”




  “You don’t need to impress him. Lord Wetherby may be Deacon’s false lieutenant, but he’s not ours.”




  “Let us see,” she said, leaning a bit more on his arm than proper.




  

  { 4 }




  Instead of the slightly warmer dining salon, Mama had set this meal in the echo chamber of the banqueting hall. Elaborate place settings for the six of them looked a forlorn hope against the long stretch of the scored oak trestle that their medieval forebears had supped on.




  In this setting, the socially preferred even seating looked wrong. Deacon took the head, his back to the open-grated maw of a fireplace. To be proper, Mama should take the opposite end, but as it was six yards away, she wisely chose conversation over propriety. She sat at Deacon’s right, along the length of the trestle, with Wetherby on her right. Heywood had Deacon’s left, with two place settings beside him. Six candelabra illuminated the expanse of empty ebony wood after that.




  Nash escorted Miss Wetherby to the seat next to Heywood, and sat himself on the rump seat. Not surprising that he would have to cede his place to the older man, but in a setting so obviously designed to recall the lineage and greatness of the Shaftsburys, even to using the heavy cutlery, it stung. That he would not need to avoid observing Ellspeth Heywood’s moon-eyes at his brother all meal long was small consolation. He sent a silent plea to the gods of hospitality; let it be a short meal, not one of those four-hour monstrosities.




  He did feel the blow to Miss Wetherby’s aspirations, though. She should have been seated nearest Deacon; even Ellspeth could have claimed that position. What with the unhappy carriage ride, the shock of arrival, and now this, he nearly felt sorry for her. But she played the role of the martyred lady too coldly for his taste.




  Still, her panic in the sitting room felt real enough. He expected that ladies like her did not often face back-to-back set-downs. So often in calm waters, perhaps they did not know how to roll with its swells.




  Heywood cleared his throat, startling the servant setting his soup before him. “Now that you are an earl in truth and the King’s law, Shaftsbury, do you show yourself at Lords this year?”




  “I think not. You do not, do you, Wetherby?”




  “Might be time. With all this hubbub about the country, it might do well to give a speech or two. Get your name in the dailies as a supporter of the crown.”




  Nash had never liked Wetherby, but he had to admit the man defined elegant, every bit the gentleman. He’d ridden from Wetherby in that Corinthian cravat and high-pointed green jacket, and took table better than even Mama. Perhaps he resented the man only because he was a second son, made whole by the death of his brother, Miss Wetherby’s father.




  On the other hand, Wetherby obviously had not been magnanimous in victory. He hadn’t settled a fair dowry on the lady, as he should have done. Will and testament or no, she was family. Small wonder the lady, so round-eyed and attentive, shuttered her gaze when it passed over her uncle. As the Wetherbys sat directly across from each other, she spent most of the meal looking up the table. Nash most often had a view of the graceful curve of her neck, and a tawny curl that had escaped to dance along its length.




  They weren’t through the fish course before talk turned to deeper politics.




  Surprisingly, Deacon made the opening salvo. “Mama, Nash has joined a select committee. He’s charged with keeping the peace.”




  “Is that safe?” She touched the corner of her mouth in a pantomime of agitation.




  Miss Wetherby’s head snapped to face him. Reappraising the merchant? For a moment he warmed himself with pride at his conscription.




  “Nothing to worry about.” Heywood’s voice carried that tone used to calm small children. Nash didn’t know how Mama could stand it. “We don’t do the battling, only send the troops out. If need be, of course.”




  Miss Wetherby’s steady brows pinched in the tiniest bit. “Manchester has so many criminals you must call out an army?”




  His pride sank to his shoes.




  Wetherby answered his niece. “It’s the lower orders. They seek to break machines and steal from better men than they.”




  Heywood held up a hand. “Too strong.”




  “Is it? Looks like a return of the risings of Seventeen.”




  “Which were put down quickly. And only the guilty workers were put down,” Heywood soothed Mama.




  Put to death, he meant. The bite of turbot lay like ashes in Nash’s mouth. He swallowed it down. “I heard it was spies for the crown that started the tinder.”




  “Whyever would they?” Deacon’s brow knitted.




  “To earn their keep,” Nash bit out. “No revolt, no pay for spies.” He’d known some spies in the Navy, nasty buggers.




  “But it isn’t spies inciting these blighted meetings spreading across Lancashire.” Heywood pointed his fork at Nash. “Ten thousand at the one in Manchester this past winter alone.”




  “I observed that meeting, and while the words were strong, the people didn’t appear violent,” Nash said.




  “Perhaps the spies were away that day?” Wetherby’s baiting skills needed work, though they made Deacon smile.




  Deacon looked to Heywood. “But still you formed a committee? Sidmouth must be quaking.”




  “Trumped-up aristo.” Wetherby dismissed the chief of the country’s Home Office with a flick of his twice-ruffled wrist.




  Deacon signaled for the next course. “I for one don’t wish any trouble. The last thing I need is my tenants up in arms. As Nash is forever reminding me, I am responsible for them. Noblesse oblige, and all.”




  “Nonsense.” Wetherby straightened his cuff. “Noblesse, c’est toute.”




  Mama clapped twice in appreciation of his witticism, but her smile did not reach her eyes. As her gazed traveled the circuit from Wetherby, Deacon, Heywood, Miss Wetherby, to him, her expression clouded.




  “I must admit, I did not arrange this supper, nor was I consulted on the guest listing. Shaftsbury drew it up himself, and Perkins did the favors. I cannot fathom why we all are drawn together tonight.”




  “It’s for me, isn’t it, Mama?”




  “Of course, Deacon dear. But Mr. Heywood, while a very old family friend, has no special connection to you. He’s been closer to Nash these past years.” She pursed her lips, looking at Wetherby.




  That man tittered, an oddly feminine sound in this room of solid timbers and armaments. “Too true. Your husband, rest his soul, did not invite me to ordinary events. Why should I be here now?” He was so magnanimous she patted his hand in praise.




  Mama continued down the table. “And you, Miss Wetherby?”




  Nash felt the lady stiffen, her hands quickly dropping below the table to twist at her napkin. She must have looked to Deacon, for Mama flicked her gaze in that direction, mouth thinning in calculation.




  “Miss Wetherby has aspirations to join the family, Mama. Sadly, father neglected to inform us of that fact.”




  Everyone at table and standing around it turned to stare at the lady. She looked into her lap. Then snapped her head up, resting her gaze on Mama.




  “Impossible,” Wetherby declared.




  Mama only sighed. “I wouldn’t put it past him. Poor George.”




  Nash felt compelled to correct their impressions. “She has letters from father, Mama. Letters that reach back a decade or more.”




  “I don’t doubt it. The man took an unhealthy interest in you from the start. Apparently, he always wanted a girl. Obstinate creature.”




  Wetherby finally cast a glance at his niece. “Why ever would a peer choose to correspond with you? You’re nothing to him. Less than nothing.”




  She opened her lips, but no sound emerged. She closed them again, swallowing hard, her hand reaching for her throat protectively. “He called himself my godfather.”




  “So he was.” Mama turned to Wetherby. “A quiet affair, at the chapel at Wetherby. She was a bit older than she should have been, or bigger at least.”




  Miss Wetherby’s voice was stronger now. “The earl—the previous earl—arranged for my schooling. After my parents’ deaths. His influence helped turn me out as a lady.”




  “What do you know of being a lady?” Wetherby’s anger took Nash by surprise, but did not rattle Miss Wetherby.




  “I was born one, and raised one. And nearly always act as one.”




  “Hear, hear.” Deacon raised his glass to her.




  Wetherby scowled. “Don’t encourage her.”




  Her gasp knifed Nash’s ears. He couldn’t let that pass. He’d had well enough of Wetherby.




  “What do you mean by that?” His protest drew all eyes to him: Mama’s confused, Deacon’s amused, Wetherby’s infuriated, and the lady’s prepared for more pain.




  Wetherby shrugged and turned his attention back to Mama.




  Deacon tried to smooth things over. “Not just family. It seems she’s to be my wife.” He tossed the word out lightly, as if marriage were the biggest joke in the world.




  Wetherby burst out laughing, the sound ringing to the candles above their heads. “A marvelous joke. Did your brother set it up?”




  “My first thought, too. But no, it was my dear papa’s doing.”




  Wetherby sat up straight, choking off his laugh. He stared at Miss Wetherby a long moment, and then turned away in dismissal. “She does her family proud.”




  Mama set her glass on the table with an audible clink. “Lord Wetherby, I must protest. How could you say such a thing of your brother’s child?”




  “She isn’t my brother’s child.”




  Miss Wetherby’s hand went to her throat again.




  A clink of silver on plate reminded them that theirs weren’t the only ears listening in the room. No one spoke until the young rabbit had been served, and Mama sent the staff from the room.




  “A by-blow?” Deacon’s eyes lit up, as if the circumstances of her birth were the only thing that could interest him about Madeline Wetherby.




  “Worse. The daughter of no one.”




  “Explain, if you please.” Mama tapped her mouth with her napkin, and then rested her hands in her lap, as if to give a lecture—or receive one.




  Wetherby obliged. “As you know, Lady Shaftsbury, my brother’s wife refused to whelp him the requisite pups.”




  “She didn’t refuse, she miscarried. And speak of the dead with more reverence, if you please.”




  “Beg your pardon, ma’am,” Wetherby drawled. He looked pleased that he had their undivided attention, and spoke loud enough that those servants listening behind the doors could easily make him out. “The lady finally did bring a child out into the world, but sadly he did not last a week. Shortly after, while riding back from town, the family carriage ran over a farmer’s daughter. Those sort like to walk in the roads as if they own them, you know.” He shrugged.




  “This woman died on the spot, but the babe in her arms was tossed free, and unharmed, they say. My lady sister-in-law took that child as hers. This Madeline.”




  “That poor Lady Wetherby. To keep such a secret.”




  “What about the babe’s other family?” Deacon leaned forward, rapt.




  “My brother paid them handsomely. I’m sure they didn’t miss her.”




  Nash was sure they did, and their mother more.




  Deacon’s eyes flashed with his mind’s humming. “So they adopted the girl, and then had a boy of their own. Isn’t that always what happens?”




  “Exactly. Nihil et nemo.” Nothing, no one.




  Madeline Wetherby lurched to her feet, swaying. The four men at table scrambled to their own feet. Nash had no doubt all were wondering the same thing: Does one stand when a lady does if she’s suddenly no longer a lady?




  Mama rapped her knuckles on the table. “Sit down at once. Don’t you dare faint; it’s been done already once today.” The girl sat down, her breath escaping in a gust, like a sail pulled too fast on the line.




  Nash didn’t like the looks the others were giving her.




  “She is still a Wetherby.” He wished he could stretch his arms across the table and slap some sense into Wetherby’s too-fine façade.




  “Not by blood.”




  Mama’s hand fluttered over her chest. It was her reaction Nash feared the most, he realized.




  “This changes nothing,” he said, rather too forcefully.




  “I don’t know, dearest. What could Shaftsbury have been thinking?”




  He had to wonder the same thing. His father had been a stickler for “pure blood,” critical of any news of a dilution of the peerage. Or was he? “I suppose that is why he felt responsible for her.”




  “He needn’t.” Wetherby sliced a bite of the tender rabbit and ate it. “Her kind always lands on its feet. Look how high she’s risen.”




  “Take care, Lord Wetherby. My father was in trade as well.”




  Both her sons turned to their mother in shock. Deacon recovered first. “So the old codger did have something of the democrat in him.”




  Miss Wetherby held her hands in her lap as if squeezing coal to make a diamond. “I don’t believe you,” she said, looking directly at her uncle. If he was her uncle.




  “Careful what you say, girl. Accusing a peer of lying is a transportable offense.”




  Heywood seemed to rouse himself at last. “Now, now, we’re all friends here.” He drew his hand down the length of his beard, a sure sign of nerves. “In fact, I now know why I was invited tonight.”




  Deacon’s eyebrows arched. “I hardly know if I can stomach another surprise.”




  “Nothing like. In my earlier days, I served as solicitor for the great families, you’ll recall. I drew up the adoption agreement for Miss Wetherby, and served as parish witness at the christening. Madeline wasn’t your first name, you know.” He wagged his head slowly side to side.




  She slowly mirrored the movement. “You don’t say.”




  “Right. So I’m here as confirmation, so to speak.” He patted her arm, an Iago to her Desdemona.




  She started at the touch, and pulled away, toward Nash. “She wasn’t my mother? My mother was dead? I have two dead mothers?”




  “They adopted you, and my father stood up as your godfather. So he approved.”




  Wetherby dropped his silver onto his plate, the crash a signal that the course was over and the servants should come in and clear away. “If you say so.”




  

  { 5 }




  Maddie followed Lady Shaftsbury upstairs to her cozy sitting room, behind the minstrel’s gallery of the banqueting hall. Supper had continued for another three courses, but she could not remember if she even tasted them.




  Adopted! She’d never heard of such a thing. Children were taken in, and some eventually adopted, but never in such secret. Her mind skittered around the thought. To light on it for any length of time made her stomach lurch.




  The lady seemed to have no such troubles. She steered them into the small room with painted paneling and a roaring fire. Directing Maddie to a small settee too close to the heat, she deposited herself on the large upholstered sofa behind it. This odd arrangement placed their heads at the same height.
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