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	Prologue

	1800

	The Earl of Carde was dying. Half of him had already died when news came of the coaching accident. He’d ridden north through the rain and snow and cold wind anyway, too late, of course. His adored young wife had died instantly, they told him when he arrived at her family’s home on the coast, near Hull. The carriage had toppled over a cliff, killing Lizbeth, her maid, the driver, a groom, and the horses. Missing from the carnage, though, were the newly hired replacement guard—and the earl and Lizbeth’s baby daughter.

	Lord Carde had searched with the shepherds and the drovers, the shopkeepers and the sheriff, through icy winter weather. No trace was found of either, only a child’s bonnet and some blood stains, quickly washed away by the freezing rain. The man must have run off, the locals said, fearing he’d be blamed. The child would have been carried away by wild dogs, they whispered, or found by Gypsies, or else the three-year-old had wandered toward the chill waters. She would never be seen again.

	Broken in body and spirit, the earl returned home to Cardington to bury his beautiful young second wife in his family crypt at Carde Hall, on another sleet-shrouded day. The congestion in his lungs turned putrid, and the fevers stole what strength he had left. He called for his sons.

	The earl was proud of his boys, products of his first marriage. His heir, Alexander Chalfont Endicott, was fourteen, a serious, bespectacled lad, tall and wiry. Nicknamed Ace by his school friends because of his initials and the Carde connection, Viscount Endicott would make a good earl. Lord Carde was not worried about the succession.

	His second son, the Honorable Jonathan Endicott, was eleven, but still boyishly rounded. He was no scholar, the masters at Eton reported, but the earl knew Jack, as they called him, was pluck to the backbone, horse-mad and athletic. He’d do.

	Both boys were dark-haired like their mother, but with the earl’s own aquiline nose. They were the fulfillment of his duty to king and country, his legacy to the world, the future of his house and name and family honor. Yes, they made him proud.

	But they never made him laugh with dimpled smiles and high-pitched giggles, and pleas for one more horsy-ride on Papa’s back. They never climbed next to him in his library chair for tickling, or curled on his lap like a sleeping blond angel. Sons were all well and good, the earl thought, looking at the two somber boys at the foot of his bed, manfully trying to hide their fears. But they weren’t his precious baby girl.

	He raised one trembling hand to wipe a tear from his eyes and beckoned the boys closer, so he could whisper to them, all the voice left to him.

	“You will take my place, Alexander, and do a fine job of it. Your uncle will help.”

	Viscount Endicott nodded, a lock of black hair falling into his eyes. He brushed it away, or a tear of his own. “Yes, Father. I shall do my best.”

	“I know you will, lad. And you, Jack. Help your brother. Being earl is no easy task.”

	“But Ace is only a schoolboy,” the younger boy complained, not ready for the truth he saw in the doctors’ eyes and the servants’. “And you are the earl!”

	Lord Carde tried to take a deep breath, and they could all hear the rasping sound of it in his throat. “So I am, and so Alexander will be. You will be his right hand.”

	“But—” Jack began, but Alexander kicked him. “Yes, Father.”

	The earl took another breath. “Good. Now I want another promise from you, lads.”

	“Anything, Father,” Alexander said and Jack nodded.

	“Find your sister.”

	Jack was sniffling, and his brother handed him a handkerchief, frowning. “But you looked everywhere, Father.”

	“And hired men to keep looking. But none of them will care as much as you. I know she is alive somewhere, needing you.” The earl took Alexander’s hand and placed it on his own, steadily weakening heart. “I know it, here.”

	“But we are only boys, sir, like Jack said.”

	“You are my boys, though. Endicotts. Ever True. Don’t forget that, our motto, and do not let anyone else forget to keep looking. Promise me.”

	“I swear, Father, to keep searching for Lottie until she is home with us.”

	“Me, too.”

	The earl sighed and closed his eyes, his eldest son’s hand still in his. Alexander reached his other hand out to his brother, who grasped it firmly.

	“Father,” Jack whispered, despite the doctors’ frowns.

	The earl’s eyelids fluttered half open.

	“Will you see Lottie’s mother in Heaven?”

	The earl’s dry lips twitched to a smile. “I…hope so, lad.”

	“Tell her we’ll try. But Father…”

	Moments went by while they waited for the earl to find another breath. “Yes?”

	“Will you see our mother, too?”

	Lord Carde reached out his other hand to his younger son, who climbed onto the high bed at his brother’s nod, to take it. “I’ll see your mother too…and thank her…for the fine…young men she…”





	Chapter One

	1813

	The Earl of Carde was engaged. Affianced. Promised. He was thrice betrothed, thrice accursed. Bad enough he was parson-pledged—but to three different women? He was regally, royally, ridiculously damned, done in, and ditched. How, by all that was holy and a great deal that was not, had such a nightmare befallen him?

	Alexander Chalfont Endicott, Carde to most, Alex to a few, Ace to his closest intimates and the gleeful London gossip columnists, took off his glasses and poured himself another glass of brandy, despite the early morning hour. He deserved the fog of his poor eyesight, and the fog of inebriation. If he drank enough, perhaps he could forget this past week. If he smashed his spectacles to smithereens, perhaps he could ignore the scandal sheets.

	Ace of Hearts, they were calling him, with cartoons depicting the winning hand, a stacked deck, three of a kind. Every blasted joke about his title and rumors of his situation were spread out on his desk, and on breakfast tables and boudoirs throughout London, if not all of England, he supposed. Alex cursed, shoved the newspapers and his glasses to the floor, and tried to let the brandy bring him solace.

	An hour later, he still had three hopeful brides, but now he had a headache, too. He rubbed the bridge of his somewhat beakish nose, yet another legacy from his father, along with the title and fortune that made him a prize on the marriage market.

	He cursed his nose, his headache, the avaricious, ambitious, velvet-draped vultures of the ton, and Fate. Mostly, he cursed himself for being a fool. How had this mess happened? He’d shown three women respect and admiration, that was how. He’d forgotten that the so-called frail sex had no sense of fair play. Honor was not in their vocabularies, nor in their blood. Hell, any man who turned his back on a female deserved a knife stuck in it. But three times? Alex groaned at the injustice, and the headache.

	After all, he was not a rake. He’d sown his wild oats as a young buck, of course. What man worth his salt didn’t? Later, when he first came into his majority and control of his own fortune, perhaps he had cut too wide a swathe through the demi-monde, the gambling dens and the opera dancers. He outgrew that nonsense soon enough, when he realized the full weight of the earldom and the extent of his responsibilities. Between his estates and investments, his seat in Parliament, his reform committees and social commitments, the young lord barely had time for reading a book, much less carousing all night.

	Whatever his personal inclinations, Alex never forgot what was due his name and his legions of dependents. He took his responsibilities to heart. No half measures for the Earl of Carde.

	He laughed now, but without humor. Half measures, indeed. Who else found three fiancées when he set out to fill his nursery?

	Again setting his personal desires aside, Alex had decided it was time for him to take a bride and beget heirs for the earldom. After all, he was twenty-seven and his only brother was in the army. Who knew what dangers that daredevil was riding into on the Peninsula, if he would return a hero, or not at all? Alex sorely missed Jack, his best friend and confidante, and worried over him constantly, but Jack was a man now too, and had made his own choices. So Alex had set out to find a suitable countess. His first mistake was mentioning his intentions to a few of his acquaintances at White’s Club. As soon as rumors started circulating that the Earl of Carde was contemplating wedlock, Alex was a dead man. His second mistake was not shooting himself and being done with the misery.

	First, his mistress decided that they were engaged. His mistress, by Harry! A man didn’t marry his mistress, not even if she was well-born and beautiful, a wealthy old baron’s widow. He was not even keeping Mona, Lady Monroe, under his protection, for heaven’s sake, and for a modicum of propriety. The richly—and lushly—endowed widow had her own house and horses and servants. He merely bought the occasional expensive bauble to show his appreciation.

	Alex couldn’t imagine where Mona got the notion in her gorgeous red head that he’d take another man’s wife as his countess, and a lustful, licentious woman at that. He hadn’t thought she had two thoughts to rub together. Somehow she must have plucked the idea from the morass of her social-climbing mind.

	“Darling,” she’d said when he was drifting off in satiated slumber one recent night, “we really should talk about the wedding.”

	“Hm? Were we invited to someone’s wedding, then?” He’d rolled over, pulling the blankets over her. “Remind me in the morning.”

	“Our wedding, silly.”

	That had him wide awake, in a hurry. The blankets and sheets were on the floor, as was the earl, barefoot and bare-assed, scrambling for his spectacles. “Our wedding?”

	Now he could see that Mona sat up against the pillows, revealing her abundant charms. Right then, Alex quite clearly discerned a Bird of Paradise turned into a bird of prey. As her fingers combed through her red hair he visualized talons dripped in blood. His blood. He practically leaped into his inexpressibles.

	“We have no wedding plans that I am aware of,” he said out loud. “Or ever shall,” he muttered under his breath, pulling his shirt over his head.

	“Oh, but you asked me,” Mona said with a purr and a pout that she must have thought adorable. He thought it predatory. “Last week, after Lady Carrisbrooke’s birthday party.”

	He remembered the dinner party, and all the champagne served afterward. He might have lost count of how many glasses he’d swallowed, but surely he would recall losing his mind? He vowed to never go near the stuff again. “Refresh my memory.”

	“We came home, here, afterward. And we were, ah, making love.”

	What they did was not making love. It was fornicating, plain and simple. Finding mutual pleasure, that was all, or so Alex had thought. What else was their relationship about? Surely not about making conversation, for this one was one of the longest he could recall, damn his wine-soaked memory. “Go on. We were in bed.” Or so he assumed. Mona had a fondness for the fur rug in front of the fireplace. “And…?”

	“And you said ‘I wish this could last forever.’ I said it could, and you said yes. In fact you shouted ‘yes’ so loudly that I feared my maid might come running.”

	Now he remembered. He remembered where her luscious red lips were at the time, what she was doing with her tongue and her hands, and precisely what he wished to last forever. “Great gods, you could not have taken that for a proposal of marriage! Why, a man would promise you the moon, if he was soaring toward the stars. He’d offer you his heart on a silver platter if he thought you might stop otherwise.”

	“You promised me a ring.”

	“And I bought you that emerald, didn’t I?” He looked at the huge stone on her finger, flashing in the candle light. He’d bought it to match her green eyes. He should have found a ruby, to match the blood in them now. He draped his neckcloth over his collar and said, “That was not the Carde engagement diamond.”

	“I assumed that one was in the family vault in the country.”

	“You assumed wrong.” The diamond was here, in town, in case he found the lady of his choice. Mona, Lady Monroe, was not and never would be his choice for the Countess of Carde. “The emerald was a gift, nothing more. Consider it a parting gift, in fact.”

	“I think not. You nearly begged for forever, then you bought me a ring. What else was a woman to think, but that you were offering marriage?”

	“That I was grateful for a good f—” Alex couldn’t say it, not even in his anger. Whatever else she was, Mona was a female, and he was a gentleman, a gentleman on his way out the door as soon as he located his shoes.

	“I have to be thinking of my future, you know,” she said, raising one knee in a suggestive pose.

	To hell with his shoes. Alex would walk barefoot, through hot coals, to get out of here. He did need his coat, with his keys and purse, to hire a hackney. “You can’t have gone through Monroe’s fortune so fast. Hire yourself a good man of business.”

	He was searching under the dressing table when she said, “But I am not invited to the best places, you know.”

	“You wouldn’t like them,” he muttered from behind the chaise longue. “Too stuffy by half.”

	“Nevertheless, I want that kind of respectability.”

	Alex looked around the room with its flickering candles, the scent of sex mixed with her heavy perfume, the pink satin bedcovers in a heap on the floor next to her filmy red robe. “You should have thought of that sooner, then. But I am certain you’ll find some other fellow to wed. You are beautiful and well dowered with Monroe’s money. What more could some enterprising chap desire in a wife?”

	Mona brushed that aside with a flick of her long nails. “I want a title.”

	Ah, there was his coat, under the bed. “Well, this one is not for hire, madam. The earls of Carde have always married for love, nothing else. And I never, ever said I loved you.”

	“Ah, but you will come to, after the wedding.”

	His hand was on the doorknob. “There will be no wedding, Mona. Not soon, not later.”

	“But they say you are looking for a bride.”

	A pure, innocent bride, not a harlot who knew a hundred ways to pleasure a man—and might have a hundred men before the wedding lines were dry. A man might dream of a wife with the skills of a seductress, the lustiness of a light skirt, but he wanted to be the one to teach her. Alex’s Lady Carde was going to be just that, a lady, through and through. “I am still looking.”

	“Oh, I think you will stop your search when my solicitor threatens you with breach of promise.”

	Now Alex had to smile. A man in the extremities of ecstacy could not be held accountable for any promises, pledges or pleas. If there wasn’t already a law to that effect, he’d bring one up at the next session of Parliament. “Any barrister with balls under his robe will laugh at any such lawsuit.”

	“Not my former brother-in-law, the new baron, who craves respectability as much as I do. He would not like the scandal. Nor would you, I think.”

	*

	Mona was right. Alex did not like the scandal—and there were only rumors so far, fanned by Lady Lucinda, his next lapse in judgment.

	Lady Lucinda Applegate was a leading light of London. She might have been considered an old maid at the advanced age of twenty-five, firmly on the shelf, except that she was a duke’s daughter. Instead of being called a spinster, she was called particular. Lud knew she’d had offers aplenty, and turned them all down. Despite the fact that her father was a gamester and had wagered away most of his fortune and her dowry, the lady was still much sought after in the beau monde. Lady Lucinda was a tall, stunning, raven-haired Incomparable, whose beauty was marred only by a nose matching Alex’s own in aristocratic dimension. The woman’s beak surpassed his in elevation. So haughty was she, so sure of her own worth and superiority over lesser mortals, that Lady Lucinda Applegate was labeled Close-the-Gate by the same would-be wits who called him Ace.

	She could have looked as high as she wished for a husband. Perhaps she was tired of looking, or perhaps an earl was high enough, for she smiled at Lord Carde at one of the social gatherings they both attended. Talk about his own search for a bride must have reached her ears, for the woman had ignored Alex’s existence when he was merely another cheerful, contented bachelor. He’d smiled back. The lady would certainly be an excellent match for him, bred to the position, poised and polished, educated and accepted everywhere. So what if her dowry was negligible? Alex had no need for a wealthy bride. So what if her father gambled? Alex could afford to make a few loans. So what if their children would resemble baby elephants? Now that thought gave him pause. Still, if Lady Lucinda was being friendly, the least he could do was return the courtesy, to see if they might suit.

	They danced well together, he found, and conversed easily on a variety of topics. She was an excellent rider, he discovered the following afternoon. At the end of a fortnight, however, Alex realized he knew the young woman no better than he did scores of other polished diamonds of the ton. They glittered, they sparkled, but gave off no warmth.

	Naturally a virtuous female did not act the wanton in public, not if she wished to make a respectable match, but Alex was hoping for a hint of passion in the woman he would marry. He was not a celibate man. He never had been, never desired to be, never saw a reason to be. Neither did he believe in adultery. He was not about to keep a mistress while he had a wife, like so many other men of his circle. After all, the reason for wedding in the first place was the begetting of heirs, and Alex intended to take earthly pleasure in that heaven-sent duty. His countess would, too.

	He was surprised, then, but both curious and delighted, when Lady Lucinda indicated that he was to follow her out to the balcony at the Carstaires’ ball. He took off his spectacles and wiped them clean, to make certain he had interpreted her gesture correctly. Yes, that was a come-hither glance if he had ever seen one. Before thithering, he looked around to locate Lady Lucinda’s chaperone, asleep on a gilt chair in a corner of the ballroom. He already knew her father was in the game room, for Alex had just left the duke with another losing hand. He strolled toward the balcony, greeting this friend and that, complaining of what a crush the ball was, how overheated the dance floor. “I think I’ll get some fresh air,” was his final comment, before stepping out to the night.

	Lanterns were lighted along the balcony rails to keep unwary guests from tumbling over, and more were placed at the far end, showing stairs to the terraced gardens. From above, Alex could see couples strolling there, and a few stepping behind trees for more privacy. Lady Lucinda was waiting near the stairs, fanning herself for the view of anyone passing by. He joined her, seemingly by accident, still cautious of her intentions.

	No accident caused her to take his arm and lead him down the stairs, and no accident made her head in the direction of an unlighted path through the shrubbery. So the Ice Maiden had an ember of passion in her after all. Ah.

	They made idle conversation as they walked, the type of small, social prattle they were both so practiced at, until they reached a spot not quite as isolated as Alex could have wished, but away from any other couples that Alex could see. Now was not the time for chatter about the weather, the ball or the possibility of lobster patties for refreshment. So Alex began to compliment her gown, an amber satin with a lace overskirt, and express his pleasure in getting to know her better over the past few weeks.

	With an exasperated tsk, Lady Lucinda pulled him closer and planted her lips against his. Actually, their noses got in the way at first, then his spectacles, but Alex managed to position them correctly for a proper kiss.

	It was just that: proper. She never softened her lips under his, never nestled her body against his, never sighed or murmured. She was not even breathing hard when she stepped back and said, “There, now you will have to marry me.”

	Not that Alex’s blood was heated either, but her words were an icy bath. “What?” was all he could yelp, then looked around to make sure no one could hear. “What the devil are you talking about?” he shouted in a whisper.

	“Oh, you know you were going to offer for me anyway. This way we can be feted at all the engagement balls during the height of the season, then spend the summer traveling to your various estates and my relatives. We can be back in the autumn for the Parliamentary sessions and the wedding here in Town.”

	Alex was stunned. “You have our—my—life planned before I stated my intentions?”

	“Everyone knows you are looking for a bride, and none too soon, either, with your rackety ways. You cannot find a more fitting spouse, nor one who will grace your table more elegantly.”

	“What about my bed?” he muttered. “I fancied a wife who liked my kisses.”

	“Do not be vulgar.”

	Vulgar, was it, when she had tossed herself at him, and now tossed a metaphorical noose over his neck? “I shall not offend your ears with what I think of your assumptions and aspirations, but—”

	“Oh, very well. We can be wed in June, if St. George’s is still available.”

	“We are not going to be wed!” Alex no longer cared who heard them. At that point he did not care if Lady Lucinda followed him back toward the stairs or not, either.

	“But you have compromised me. Everyone knows we left the ball together.”

	“One kiss”—one extremely unsatisfactory kiss, although Alex was too much the gentleman to say so—“does not make for a compromising situation. Nor are you some fledgling debutante seduced into indiscretion. Besides, your chaperone is fast asleep and I doubt anyone else noticed, in this crowd.”

	“I could tear my gown!”

	“And I could toss you in the decorative fountain we are passing and leave you there. We still would not be marrying.”

	“My father will insist.”

	“Your father? He is too busy losing more of your dowry at cards to notice if you return to the ballroom with your hair mussed, your stockings around your ankles, and your skirts stained with grass. None of which will happen,” he stated in a firm voice, jerking his head toward the fountain in unspoken threat.

	Lady Lucinda raised her nose higher still. “He will call you out for dishonoring me.”

	“First of all, madam, I have not dishonored you. Your own pride gives you whatever insult you imagine. Second, your father owes me a large sum of money. He is not about to challenge me to a duel if I offer to return his vowels. And third, he is an old man who would not have a chance in hell against my skill with a pistol.”

	“Oh, you’d have to take off your ugly spectacles to make it an even match.”

	His spectacles were ugly? Alex made a growling noise in his throat that had the lady stepping further from his grasp, and the fountain. “Your ambitions know no bounds, do they? You would sacrifice your own father, or the man you hoped to marry, to pursue your connivances.”

	They were almost back on the balcony. Lady Lucinda was almost out of breath, hurrying after Alex. “It was never going to come to that,” she said toward his back. “Your sense of honor would never permit it.”

	“A sense you are sadly lacking, my lady. I bid you good evening, and better hunting next time.”

	“We’ll see, won’t we, after the announcement reaches the newspapers.”

	Damn, she was right. He’d be a cad to renounce an engagement once it was made public. The scandal and speculation alone would destroy his chances of finding a suitable bride, but the duke’s daughter would be ruined. That almost seemed worth the disgrace. “You would not dare send in the notice without my permission.”

	Lady Lucinda opened her fan as they neared the ballroom, as if she’d been doing nothing more than cooling herself between dances. She merely smiled at him as she floated across the ballroom toward where her next partner, the poor fool, was waiting.

	Would she do it, make an engagement announcement? A fox in a trap would gnaw off its own leg. Lady Lucinda seemed no less desperate or determined.

	*

	Then there was Daphne.

	Miss Daphne Branford was too young, too silly, too much the little girl he’d seen grow up on the neighboring estate in Northampton. Her father was the magistrate for the area of Cardington Village, the local squire, and Alex’s deceased father’s good friend. Mrs. Squire Branford had befriended the orphaned Endicott boys after the earl’s funeral, and had them over for Sunday dinner whenever they were home from school, for years afterward.

	Alex owed them.

	When Squire wrote that his ladies were coming to town without him for the Season, what could Alex do but offer to make them welcome, ease their way among the ton, and see that little Daphne’s come-out went off without a hitch? He opened avenues that would have been closed to ordinary country gentry, and he made introductions to important hostesses who would have turned their backs on his undistinguished neighbors. His very presence at their table, at Daphne’s side at the theater, riding alongside their coach in the park, ensured her success. Young gentlemen looked to follow where the Earl of Carde led, and he led them straight to Daphne’s door. She was a pretty little thing anyway, even if she did giggle too much. Besides, she was her father’s only child and his property was unentailed. A man could do far worse, for a wife.

	Alex thought about it, for perhaps half a second. He had enough acres already, more than he could manage, and that was a poor excuse to wed a woman, anyway, for her father’s estate. Daphne deserved more. So did Alex’s brother Jack, when he finally returned home from the army. They’d both be close to their homes and families, no small matter in Alex’s mind. Of course that was for the future, and for Daphne and Jack to decide. Alex was no matchmaker, else he would have found himself the perfect bride a long time ago.

	For now, he made certain no fribbles, fortune hunters or rakes came near Daphne. Only respectable young gentlemen were presented to her as dance partners, second sons like Jack, an occasional baronet, and an officer or two home on leave. Any one of them would have made the chit a comfortable match, but she showed no inclination to choose so maybe there was hope for Jack after all, Alex mused, when he considered the matter at all.

	He should have been paying more attention. Lud, he should have dragged the squire to town by his ear, away from his sheep and his hogs, to play escort to his own womenfolk. He should have asked little Daphne’s intentions as soon as she came to London.

	Little Daphne intended to wed him, Alexander Chalfont Endicott, the Earl of Carde. Hell.

	“Do none of your swains capture your fancy?” he’d asked one day as he drove Daphne in his new phaeton through the park. He’d left his tiger by the park’s gate so they could speak privately. “Young Halburton seems smitten.”

	“He’s only a boy.”

	And she was an ancient at eighteen? Alex felt like an old man. “I understand he’ll come into a fortune when his grandfather sticks his spoon in the wall.”

	Daphne dismissed the heir to a marquisate with a twirl of her parasol.

	“No? Then what about Sir Reginald Porter? I hear good things about the baronet’s future in the government.”

	Daphne scowled. “Politics is all he speaks about.”

	Alex made a note to tell Daphne’s mother to warn the girl against puckering up her plump face that way. She looked like a baked apple. Nothing put a fellow off more than a bad-tempered female, except perhaps a giggling one. “Elmore? Henderson? Lord Bambridge?”

	Daphne kept frowning, shaking her head no until the ribbons of her bonnet came loose.

	“Then which beau shall you pick at the end of the season? I know your mother has been planning a wedding since you turned sixteen.”

	Now she giggled. “Don’t tease, Carde. I am going to marry you, of course.”

	Usually Alex was one of the finest whips in Town. Usually he had perfect control of himself, his cattle, and the situation. This was not the usual situation. He took his eyes off the road, his hands off the reins, and his mind off everything but his passenger’s cheerful pronouncement. He uttered a word Daphne had heard but once in her life, when a carriage wheel had rolled over a stable hand’s foot. She would have taken the earl to task for such profanity, but she was too busy trying to hold her hat on her head with one hand, and her seat on the phaeton with the other as the horses bolted. With no extra hand to hold it, her parasol went flying, which gave a nearby nervous hack an excuse to dump its rider. There were shouts and cries and more curses—half of them from Lord Carde.

	Alex quickly got his own well trained pair back under control and pulled them to a standstill some distance off the carriageway. “Explain yourself,” he demanded, as well as he could through gritted teeth. “And where you got that preposterous idea.”

	“That was my favorite parasol!”

	“I’ll buy you another. Now talk!”

	Daphne’s lip started to tremble.

	“And do not start crying. Tears might work with your father, but they will not affect me in the least,” he lied, looking away so he did not have to see her eyes turn red and her cheeks go splotchy. “What the deuce are you speaking about?”

	She sniffled until he handed over his handkerchief. Only after blowing her nose—as loudly as a goose, Alex noted, which would not win her many admirers either—did the silly widgeon say, “Everyone knows we are going to get married. Our fathers planned it when we were children.”

	“The devil! That’s the first I ever heard of any such arrangement. My trustees would have mentioned it any time this past decade had such a match been formalized. That’s rubbish, and you know it!”

	Daphne tried to hand him back his sodden handkerchief but he shook his head. “How could you even think of such a thing?”

	“But…but Mama says that’s why you have been so attentive, making sure I was accepted in your circles.”

	“I have been trying to find you a proper husband, by Jupiter!”

	“She says that’s because you are such a considerate, caring gentleman that you want to give me the opportunity to meet other suitors, so I am certain of my choice. But I have never had any doubts, Ace. I may call you that now, as your brother does, may I not?”

	“No, you may not! We are not promised, and we are not going to get married!”

	A drip formed at the end of her nose, but Daphne insisted, “Of course we are. Papa says you have too much honor to renege on your father’s pledge. He’s merely waiting for word from us to send the announcement to the newspapers.”

	What, another notice in the journals? Alex used his fingers to straighten his disordered hair, rather than pulling it out. He took a deep breath and tried for a rational conversation. “My father died when I was fourteen. You would have been, what? Five years old?” She had sniveled then, too, he remembered. “No one could hold two adults to such a vague, distant, unwritten and unsanctified agreement, likely made when our sires were in their cups.”

	“Are you accusing my papa of being a drunk? Or lying?” She started hitting Alex over the head with her reticule, which was dangling from her wrist by its drawstrings.

	Good lord, if anyone saw the chit making a public scene like a spoiled brat, her reputation would be ruined. She would never receive another invitation, never meet an eligible gentleman, never make a suitable match. Alex would be honor-bound to—No! Honor only went so far. Not as far as the altar.

	He left the park so fast no one could see Daphne’s reddened eyes, or his reddened cheek from the flying purse. He left so fast he forgot about his tiger waiting at the gate. He had Daphne home before another drop dripped from her nose, before she could remember to giggle, before she could remind him of their fathers’ friendship.

	Then Alex Chalfont Endicott, the Earl of Carde, did what any self-respecting, honorable gentleman, red-blooded or blue-blooded, would do when faced with such a conflict of conscience, a dilemma of duty, a mares’ nest of marriage proposals: He ran like hell.





	Chapter Two

	“Pack,” he ordered his valet.

	“Cancel my appointments,” he ordered his secretary.

	“Get to every single newspaper, journal, and scandal sheet in town,” he ordered his solicitor. “Tell them to print no engagement announcement without my signature and seal, or face charges of slander, sedition, whatever. You’ll know.”

	“Spring ’em,” he ordered his coachman.

	*

	The farther the carriage traveled from London, the easier Alex breathed. Relief outweighed any thoughts of cowardice or conduct unbecoming a gentleman. How could it be craven to avoid a trap? How could it be unchivalrous to save a woman from an unhappy marriage based on trickery and lies and deceit? No, he was doing them all favors by leaving town. Daphne, Mona and Lady Lucinda should be thanking him, the unscrupulous, underhanded, unlovable shrews.

	He drowsed as the coach made its way north to his family seat at Cardington, not even getting out when they stopped to change the horses. Who knew if some desperate daughter of the aristocracy would pounce on him as soon as he gave his name to the innkeeper? Lord Carde? Let’s see if we cannot pull an ace out of our sleeve and win the pot. No, he would not expose himself to another female’s machinations. The problem was, no matter how much he thought about it as the carriage made its steady way north, Alex could not figure how he was to beget heirs without getting leg-shackled.

	For that matter, perhaps the women had a point, though, for no man in his right mind would step into parson’s mousetrap without being forced into it. Women were the very devil, stepsisters to the sneaky, lying snake that got Adam tossed out of Eden. Why would any man bind himself to one of them for life? If Alex never saw another young, unmarried female—He’d be deuced frustrated, that’s what.

	Very well, he thought, women were good for something besides bearing children. Damned if he could think of a third reason to have one around.

	He dredged his mind for examples of wedded bliss. Lud knew he had enough stock to study, with his former schoolmates, like him, coming of an age to marry. He’d attended scores of recent nuptials, bought enough silver candlesticks as gifts to light an abbey. Were those Benedicts happy?

	A few of his friends, most particularly those newest wed, were still in the euphoric honeymoon state, deliriously—and tediously for everyone else—enraptured with their brides. One would think the vicar had glued them together, rather than merely bound their mortal souls. Ah, but give them a few more months or a year or two, and give them good evening when you passed them at Harriette Wilson’s, or some other high-class bordello. The glue was dried up, and so was the rapture. At least half the older married men he knew in town had mistresses in keeping, or visited their favorite houses of accommodation, likely because their wives were not. Accommodating, that is. Chances were the other half did too, but were more discreet about their philandering. Then there were the couples who, having produced the requisite progeny, maintained separate residences altogether. Perhaps they had the happiest marriages.

	Alex was not finding many recommendations for wedlock among his acquaintances, so he examined his own parents’ marriage. His mother had died in childbirth when his brother Jack was still a toddler, so at least they were sharing a bed after the heirs were secured. But had the earl and his first countess been happy together? Alex had spent most of his time in the nursery with nannies and nursemaids, far away from any tears and shouts, if such occurred. His father had been drunk for days after her funeral, and always spoke highly of her.

	He missed her so much that he married as soon as one year of mourning was passed.

	Alex knew he was not being fair to his deceased father. How could he know how lonely the previous earl had been, or how much enthralled by his beautiful, new, young bride? And what about Lizbeth, Alex’s stepmother for so brief a time? Was she a scheming jade, marrying an old man for his money and position? Alex did not think so. She was as lovely in character as she was in looks, he recalled, remembering her fair beauty far better than he remembered his own mother’s dark-haired, elegant appearance. Everyone loved Lizbeth, the servants, the neighbors, her stepsons when they were home from school. Why wouldn’t the earl, her husband?

	According to Alex’s aunt, his father had loved Lizbeth so much that he died of a broken heart when Lizbeth was killed.

	See where love got a man?

	Hell and damnation. If Alex wanted a marriage without love, he could have his pick of the marriage mart. And a miserable future.

	He sighed, starting to feel stiff in the confines of his carriage, no matter how well padded the seats, how good the springs. Maybe his thoughts were making his joints ache, like cold fingers prodding at his mind and his body both. And maybe he could convince Jack to sell his commission and come home, saving him by providing the heirs.

	Hah. Alex knew there was small chance of that. What was rescuing one brother, when the clunch was busy saving the world? Why should Jack trade his independence for a ball and chain?

	For an instant Alex was jealous of his younger brother’s freedom. Jack could go his own way, choosing directions Alex could not, not with the weight of the earldom on his shoulders, dragging him back to duty. Jack did not envy Alex the responsibilities, and Alex had long since stopped resenting his brother’s carefree ways.

	His first glimpse of Carde Hall reminded him why.

	And why he had to find a wife.

	Here was his home, his sense of self, mingled with centuries of pride. Here past glories and future hopes were embedded in the brown bricks and mortar, just as they were embedded in his blood and bones. This land, this earldom, this heritage was his, and he belonged no less to it.

	*

	The first thing he did, after greeting his staff, who were understandably appalled to find their lord and master at their doorstep without notice, was write to his brother, giving Jack his new location. Alex felt better knowing Jack could reach him in case of emergency. He also knew how much his letters meant to his brother, so far away from home. What a laugh Jack would have over Alex’s matrimonial morass, so some good could come of the mess. Alex just hoped his sibling didn’t share the joke with all of his fellow officers.

	Lord, he missed having Jack nearby, more so when here at their boyhood home than in London. They’d been constant companions here at Cardington, fishing, hunting, hiking, learning their lessons together and learning how to flirt with the dairy maids together. Right now Alex missed having his brother around to debate the imponderables of life, such as if love could grow after marriage, and if it mattered. Then again, what did Jack know, serving in the army?

	The second thing Alex did at home, after exchanging his perfectly fitted and elegantly tailored London clothes for old, comfortable garments, ones he did not need his valet to help him into, was ride his acres. He had trustworthy stewards and land agents, but these fields were his and everyone who worked the land or tended the livestock were his people, no one else’s. He checked roofs and crops and tools, counted sheep on the hills and new babies in the village. He consulted his bailiffs, visited his tenants and, yes, flirted with the dairy maids. They’d all be disappointed, otherwise. Alex was not one for disappointing his dependents.

	The third thing he did, when he’d run out of excuses not to, was visit his neighbor, Squire Branford, Daphne’s father.

	He walked to Branfield, Squire’s estate, because that would take longer than riding. The hike also explained why his mouth was dry. Strangely enough, a glass of his neighbor’s home-brewed ale did not loosen his tongue.

	Alex studied his glass so long that Branford finally said, “Heard you were here, my boy. Funny, after all these years I still cannot get used to calling you Carde.”

	Now Alex could smile. As long as the squire didn’t call him son-in-law, the man could call him Ipsky Pipsky. “No matter. I sometimes have a hard time believing it too, as if people are speaking of my father.”

	“Good man, your father. A great loss to us all.”

	They both drank to the late earl. Then Branford offered Alex another glass, a platter of bread and ham and cheese, a pipe. As long as he didn’t offer his daughter, Squire could offer rat poison.

	Alex ate, rather than bring up the awkward subject on both their minds.

	Squire lit his pipe and blew thick rings in the air of his small book room, the only room where his wife permitted him to smoke. The older man watched the smoke and leaned back in his old leather armchair. “Now that you are here, maybe we can have another chess match, or go shooting one day, see if your aim is still as good as it used to be.”

	As long as he didn’t challenge Alex to a duel, Squire could play any game he wanted. Alex had another bite of bread and cheese. It tasted like sawdust.

	“Actually,” Squire said around the stem of his pipe, “I expected you here sooner, to ask a particular question.” He looked over at Alex and winked.

	So they were playing a game, after all. Alex put his plate down on a nearby table, setting an agricultural journal on the floor to make room. “I thought we settled that boundary issue before I left for town. I have already hired workers to drain the swamp.”

	“That’s the way of it, is it?”

	“Of course I came to ask after your health, as soon as I took care of some business at the hall.”

	“Nothing else? No other question you wanted to put to me?” He raised a bushy eyebrow.

	Alex had plenty of questions. Like, had Squire Branford considered sending his buffle-headed daughter to Bedlam. But the game was over. Check, but not quite mated. He removed his spectacles to wipe the smoke cloud from his vision. It didn’t help, of course, but gave him something to do with his hands now that the food was gone. “Actually there was a minor issue I was hoping you could clarify. Miss Branford mentioned some faradiddle about an arrangement you and my father might have made. Silly, of course, but I wonder if you know where she got such a goosish notion.”

	“No moonshine or make believe, if that’s what you are thinking. The earl and I shook hands on the deal.”

	Selling a horse was a deal. Selling off your eldest son was slavery. Alex wished he’d accepted a clay pipe after all. He polished his spectacles some more. “My solicitor had no such instructions.”

	The older man shrugged his beefy shoulders. “Who needs lawyers and such between two old friends?”

	“Was there any record somewhere else, then? Your family Bible or such?”

	“No, we didn’t want to make it so official back then. You see, after my Daphne was born, the physicians said Mrs. Branford would have no more children. I wanted my lands secured, my little girl’s future provided for. Your father wanted to add my acres to his.”

	That sounded like Alex’s father, unfortunately.

	“But what if the quacks were wrong?” Squire went on. “What if I had a son? God forbid, but what if I lost my wife and took another, the way your father did? Then my boy would have the estate.”

	“And Daphne, Miss Branford, would have a merely modest dowry.” Unspoken was the fact that, without her father’s vast property, Daphne was not a fit bride for the future earl, not with her undistinguished lineage, lack of political connections or fortune. She was not even a great beauty, simply a pretty little dumpling of a girl. Alex did not mention that to the girl’s father, of course. There was no cause to be insulting. Yet.

	“I see. My father would have looked to make a different dynastic match. But why was I never informed about the possible connection between our two families?”

	“What, talk about marriage settlements with a boy? You always had your head in a book, anyway, when you and that scapegrace brother of yours weren’t fishing in my stream or stealing apples from my orchard.”

	Alex was not about to delve into childhood mischief. Most of it was Jack’s fault, anyway. “What about later, when my father died? You could have spoken of this matter to my guardians, or my man of business.”

	“What, and have them think I was scavenging on the poor earl’s body, with him not cold in the grave? Besides, my wife was still young. We might have had a son, still.”

	“Very well, then when I came down from university, or reached my majority. You never had that boy child, and were no longer likely to. Why did you never discuss Daphne’s future with me, since I was so intimately”—he winced at the poor choice of words—“involved.”

	“I suppose I should have, but there never seemed to be time, and she was just a wee lass still. Mostly, though, you were a rackety young sprig loose on the town. I didn’t want my baby tied to any here-and-thereian, or my lands to go to someone who might gamble them away. Then you settled down, just as you ought. Your father’d be proud.”

	His father could go to Hades, Alex thought, for landing him in this mess. If he ever had sons, Alex swore, he’d stay out of their lives and their affairs. Of course if he ever had daughters, he’d be as careful and as crafty as Squire Branford. Which was all academic, as he had no intentions of having children, sons or daughters, in the foreseeable future. Not without a wife.

	He cleared his throat. “I do not love your daughter, sir.”

	Squire brushed that statement aside, along with a few crumbs on his waistcoat. “What’s that to the point? Love is for starry-eyed poets and fools. You don’t pick a wife because she makes your knees turn weak. Might as well wed a bolt of lightning. The feeling will be gone as fast. Why, I barely knew Mrs. B when our parents led us to the altar. Now I couldn’t imagine a wife who’d suit me better, aside from the lack of babies, more’s the pity.”

	“But that’s just it. I do not think Daphne and I will suit.”

	“Oh, the gal’s just young. She’ll ripen into a fine woman, just like her mother.” Squire blew a smoke cloud Alex’s way, with a proud smile.

	Alex tried not to cough, or cringe. Mrs. Squire Branford was a kind-hearted countrywoman, dependable, hard-working, church-going, and motherly. In appearance, she was as round as a barrel, and looked as if she’d mothered suckling calves instead of the one infant daughter. The idea of Daphne growing to look like her mother—growing as plump as her mother—sewing endless shirts for the needy, delivering baskets to the hungry, along with advice, was not reassuring. Neither was Squire’s grin.

	“I cannot like having my hand forced,” Alex said.

	“No man does, my boy. No man does. Have you ever met the chap yet who was eager to put on leg shackles? But it comes to all of us, in time.”

	Now was not Alex’s time. Daphne was not Alex’s future countess. Squire was not going to be smiling for long. “I regret, sir, that I do not consider your handshake with my father to be binding on my future.”

	He was right. The older man’s bushy eyebrows met in the middle of his forehead. “Dash it, man, then why did you raise expectations?”

	“I repeat, sir, that I never imagined there could or would be expectations to raise, which I lay at your door for not warning me. That is, for not discussing this addle-pated plan with me. If I had known there were…hopes, I would have kept my distance, or made my lack of interest plain.”

	“You acted as her escort, bought her bouquets. M’wife wrote how attentive you were.”

	“I wished to make your daughter’s come-out a success, that was all. She had no town-bronze, so I lent her a bit of mine. I made a few introductions, procured her a few invitations, let it be known that she had a gentleman looking after her interests in your stead. Otherwise she would have been preyed upon by scores of fortune hunter and seducers of innocents, with which London abounds. I acted as a friend, a neighbor, a caring older brother, if you will. Nothing more.”

	Squire was still scowling.

	Alex went on: “You and your lady have always been kind to me, so I thought to repay your generosity.” Which went to prove that no good deed went unpunished. Hell would freeze over before Alex did another good turn for anyone with a marriageable daughter. Or niece, sister-in-law, second cousin.

	“Well, I thought a man’s handshake was his bond.”

	Now Alex frowned, that this gentleman farmer with hair spouting out of his ears might be impugning Alex’s honor. “No one shook mine, sir. Yes, I know, I was a mere stripling at the time. I am no longer a child, however, and I shall not permit anyone to make crucial decisions for me.”

	“Hmph. I thought Jonathan was the headstrong brother.”

	“Jack is headstrong. I am the Earl of Carde.”

	They were a few words, but held a world of unmistakable meaning, especially matched to the earl’s broad, squared shoulders and the direct, brown-eyed gaze over a hawk-like nose.

	Squire relit the pipe that he’d let go out, which took a few minutes of filling and tamping and fussing, by which he acknowledged that he’d been outflanked, outgunned, out of line. “Still, you’ll have to marry soon. Do you have another filly in mind?”

	“As a matter of fact,” Alex said to soothe the older man, who was still his neighbor and still his friend, he hoped, “I am considering two young ladies.” He’d been considering sending Mona to the Antipodes and Lady Lucinda to Purgatory, so that was no lie. At least Daphne was just silly and determined to get her own way, neither conceited nor arrogant nor conniving like the other two women. Then again, Daphne had little cause to be haughty, and not enough brains to be cunning.

	Squire shook his head. “Some London belles, I suppose, useless china dolls that look pretty and know how deep to curtsey to the queen. Hmpf. They’ll spend all your money, despise your country property, and take lovers as soon as your back is turned. Is that what you want?”

	No, which was why Alex was here, and not still in London.

	Squire did not wait for a reply, since the answer was too obvious to both of them. “There’ll be hell to pay, you know. Tears, tantrums, carryings on. And that’s just m’wife. She was looking forward to an earl in the family, poor old girl. Lud knows what Daphne will say. She had her heart set on being a countess. And I am disappointed too. I liked the idea of my baby marrying close to home instead of some fellow who might live in Town year round or somewhere outlandish, like Yorkshire.”

	Squire Branford might still have his baby at home, if Daphne showed her sour side to any of her suitors—or if they got a glimpse of her mother and the woman Daphne might turn out to be. “Perhaps she will settle on some young man without property of his own who would be eager to live here, to learn your lands and ways. Who knows, when Jack comes home, maybe they will form an attachment for each other.”

	Squire was not taking the bait. “Who knows if he’ll come home in one piece. Daphne wouldn’t want to be tied to a cripple. Asides, that hotspur might keep the army as his career. I won’t have my little girl off following the drum.”

	“No, I cannot blame you. It was just an idea.” Alex stood to leave, relieved beyond measure to have squeaked his way out of that marriage mousehole. “I’ll be going then. Let me know when you have time for that chess match.”

	“Right, and you have a day or two to think how you’re going to explain all this to my poppet. Don’t look to me, I wash my hands of the argle-bargle. I’ll let you two work things out. Who knows, you might even change your mind.”

	Alex shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll be going back to town until after the summer.” And he was not going to change his mind.

	“Oh, there’s no need for you to jaunt to London. I sent a messenger off as soon as I heard you were in residence here. My womenfolk will be home tomorrow or the next day at the latest. We’ll have supper, right?”

	Alex might never be hungry again. “Here?” he asked, his voice a croak. “They are coming home? But what about Daphne’s Season? All the balls and breakfasts and waltzing parties?”

	“I wouldn’t want her in the city on her own, with nobbut my wife to look after her. You said yourself how it’s too dangerous for a young gal without a gentleman in tow. I can’t go down myself, not with shearing coming up, and the summer crops to get in the ground. Then there’s my foals.”

	Alex was not going to offer to resume escort duty. He could well imagine where that would lead: right up the aisle. When he did not speak, Squire went on: “Asides, there’s no reason for my poppet to be so far from home. The only reason she went to London in the first place was to be with you, to let you get to know her better and see how she could fit into your social circles. She can do all that right here. Give my gal a few days in her own element and you’ll see she’ll suit you like a glove.”

	Hadn’t the man been listening? How much plainer could Alex make it, other than shouting that he was not going to marry the man’s plump, petulant little poppet, not even when hell froze over because he’d be skating as fast as he could—in another direction.

	Branford was nodding his approval of Alex’s silence. “You’ll come to see that older, wiser heads do have the right of it.”

	Alex tripped over the agricultural journal on the way out, in his haste. He did not offer Squire his hand in farewell. Look where that other handshake had gotten him.

	*

	“Pack,” he ordered his valet, who had just finished putting away his lordship’s London wardrobe.

	“Cancel my appointments,” he ordered his butler, who didn’t know that the earl had any plans in the neighborhood. He’d tell Cook to cancel dinner instead.

	“Saddle my horse,” he ordered his coachman. The carriage and baggage could follow. This time Alex was riding. It was faster.
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